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(1850). Strikingly, the argument Selig Newman makes in 1850, specifically 
about Psalm 110, echoes many of the ideas of a precursor, Solomon Bennett, 
who published The Constancy Of Israel: An Unprejudiced Illustration of Some 
Of The Most Important Texts Of The Bible: Or A Polemical, Critical, And Theo- 
logical Reply To A Public Letter, By Lord Crawford, Addressed To The Hebrew 
Nation (1809). Both Newman’s and Bennett’s analyses of Psalm 110 deny that 
the Psalm refers prophetically to the advent of Jesus Christ, using a variety of 
interpretive and rhetorical arguments to make their case. 

Bennett’s reading of this Psalm 110 focuses specifically on Christian com- 
mentators’ faulty translations of Hebrew as the basis of their readings. He 
notes: “T will only say in general, that they have corrupted and altered nouns, 
verbs, tenses, and syntax, and accordingly changed the proper meaning. I will 
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then only present the original Hebrew text with a literal translation, the con- 
trast will then appear very striking, and the text will defend my explanation 
against those of contrary opinion” (Bennett 62). Likewise, Selig Newman turns 
to what Keble referred to as the “veracity of the Hebrew,’ while nevertheless 
coming to a very different conclusion about the Psalm’s meaning than Keble 
did. As we might imagine Hurwitz did in his role as Coleridge's tutor, these 
Jewish Hebrew scholars assert a particular kind of authority with the originary 
language of the Bible as part of their refutation of Christian co-optation of the 
Psalms’ meaning. Establishing their superior grasp of Hebrew, they correct 
certain historical misconceptions about the Psalms, often calling on Talmudic 
sources to bolster their historical authority. Bennett challenges the notion of 
both Davidic or prophetic authorship of the Psalms: “It is observable, that the 
Psalms were not all composed by David himself, many of them were written 
by different Levitical Poets; as Asaph, Hyman, Jeduthun, &c. They consist of 
prayers, hymns, prosody, &c. alluding to various circumstances of public or 
private facts” (62). Arguing that the Psalms were authored by various Jews and 
represent specific historical or religious aspects of ancient Jewish life, Bennett 
highlights the human production behind the poems as a way to deny any pro- 
phetic claims to Jesus. This strategy also creates a distance between the notion 
of the Psalms as a model for universalized or immortal lyric poetry, focusing 
instead on their (Jewish) historical specificity. Selig Newman similarly uses the 
Jewish voice in his literary dialogue to challenge the Christian voice’s idea that 
the Psalms prophesize about Jesus. He also has the Jewish voice challenge the 
idea that David authored all the Psalms: 


No one could be astonished more than David himself, could you tell him 
in what sense you apply the said Psalm to him. His answer would surely 
be, “My friend, this Psalm is neither my composition, nor is it a prophecy 
at all. Besides, you do me too much honor; you know that I never was a 
Prophet, and on all occasions, whether in favor or out of favor with God, 
he only spoke to me through one of the Prophets, Samuel, Nathan, or Gad” 
(S. Newman 28) 


Recreating David's voice to refute the possibility of his own prophetic utter- 
ance, Selig Newman uses this point that David did not author the Psalms to 
challenge the Christian voice, which assumes the poet to be David, and there- 
fore argues that if David calls his offspring “My Lord” he must be making 
reference to Jesus. The Jewish voice offers a different reading, in which the 
reference to “My Lord” is not spoken by David but addresses David; thus, the 
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voice of the Psalms cannot be referring to any future lineage of David's that 
might lead to Jesus. Bennett and Newman situate the Psalms in specific his- 
torical and cultural Jewish contexts that, for them, are neither transcendent, 
universally Christian nor even particularly literary. 

Grace Aguilar was perhaps the most renowned Jewish writer of the day, 
but when we compare her ideas on the Psalms with those of the Jewish men 
of her day, it becomes clear that as a woman, she cannot adopt these same 
strategies of linguistic and historical scholarly expertise, a subject Richa Dwor 
treats in part II of this volume in her discussion of the historical and cul- 
tural challenges that Anglo-Jewish women writers faced in this period. Agui- 
lar’s work asserts Jewish ownership of Jewish texts, but she diverges from her 
Jewish male counterparts through her reverence for Romantic poetics.” As a 
starting place, Aguilar stands firm in her insistence that the “Old Testament” 
is a Jewish book. In Aguilar’s The Jewish Faith (1846), a volume of fictional 
letters in the voice of an older Jewish woman to a younger Jewish girl con- 
sidering Christian conversion, the narrator asserts: “We must remember the 
Old Testament is ours. That of the glorious truths it reveals, and the precepts 
it bestows, no one can deprive us, unless we disregard them ourselves, and, 
by indifference and neglect, permit others to think we have neither right nor 
interest in them” (359). Having made this claim, Aguilar goes on to recast 
and reconstruct the issues around Jewish identity, lyric poetry, and Christian 
interpretation to create her own complex response to the contact zone of the 
Psalms in nineteenth-century England. 

In The Jewish Faith, Aguilar maintains the notion of Davidic authorship of 
the Psalms, interrogating the role of David as man, a poet, or prophet. Aguilar 
writes: 


It has been objected, that David was neither a law-giver, nor a prophet, but 
merely a man like ourselves; and his words and experiences, therefore, are of 
no more weight than those of any other man. But the fallacy of this opinion 
is proved, not only from the thousand and thousand years, during which 
those Psalms have been acknowledged as inspired prayer and praise; but 
because there never has arisen any other man to write the same, or sacred 


poems in any way resembling them. (142-43) 


13. Aguilar makes many complex connections to Romantic poetics in her writing that 
other critics have examined in depth. See Dwor, Jewish Feeling; Galchinsky; Page; Scheinberg, 
“Judaism.” 
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Countering the approach of Selig Newman and Solomon Bennett, Agu- 
ilar upholds a notion of Davidic authorship, focusing on David as a [Jew- 
ish] “man” whose poetry has never been replicated as it has maintained its 
meaning over thousands of years. Thus, unlike her Jewish male counterparts, 
Aguilar retains the Romantic language of the “inspired” special man/poet to 
describe the Psalms, and like the Anglican critics, upholds the Psalms as ideal- 
ized and unique poetic models. 

Yet, while upholding a Coleridgean notion of David as the great human 
poet of the Psalms, Aguilar diverges from Romantic poetics when interpreting 
the Psalms in nineteenth-century England. In a posthumously published work, 
Sabbath Thoughts and Sacred Communings (1853), Aguilar directly challenges 
the sermon of an Anglican minister (“Mr. Anderson”), who reads Psalm 22 
as a prophecy about Jesus Christ—a convention in Christian readings. Psalm 
22 includes the famous lines—“My God, my God, why hast thou forsaken 
me?” (Ps. 22:1, Matt. 27:46, AV)—uttered by Jesus on the cross in the Gos- 
pels of Matthew and Mark, and it describes the mocking oppressors, “dogs, 
“lions,” and “wild oxen” who torment the speaker, details Mr. Anderson reads 
as evidence that the Psalms refers to Christ’s suffering on the cross. In her 
response, Aguilar “endeavor[s] to meet Mr. Andersons arguments with others, 
that would render the same Psalm equally prophetic of my faith” and notes: 


And though Mr. Anderson laid much stress on these words being exactly 
descriptive of the mode of punishment inflicted upon Christ, they cannot 
appear as anything to me, but as figurative of the tortures inflicted on us by 
the barbarous nations amongst whom we have been scattered, when indeed 
our hands and feet were pierced, for we were tortured to give up our faith, 


or to disclose our hidden treasures. (5) 


Aguilar upholds the notion of the Psalms’ lyric value across historical periods 
and reclaims the Jewish convention of reading the Psalms as prophetic of later 
Jewish, rather than Christian history. Her reference to the forced “disclos[ure 
of] our hidden treasures” as a marker of Jewish oppression in the Diaspora 
seems a particularly apt figure to describe the Christian appropriation of Jew- 
ish scriptural poetry. Aguilar renews her interpretive authority to claim those 
treasures in her conclusion to the essay: “had I never heard Mr. Anderson 
preach on this beautiful Psalm, I might have read and read again, and never 
thought it prophetic; but hearing how he took it to support his faith, it led me 
to examine and think, for somewhat wherewith to defend my belief? Aguilar, 
unlike Selig Newman and Bennett, has no problem adapting Christian meth- 
odologies for reading Psalms, even as she comes to very different, specifically 
Jewish conclusions about their meaning. 
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V. CONCLUSIONS 


What are the consequences of recognizing that conversion is at once the 
master trope of a powerful genre (comedy) and the master institution of a 


powerful culture (Christianity)? (Ragussis 78) 


Determining the boundary between “Judaism” and “Christianity” became a 
critical concern for all of Christian aesthetics, and... as a result, Judaism 


became a critical term that could threaten all “Christian” art. (Nirenberg 389) 


In Figures of Conversion: “The Jewish Question” and English National Iden- 
tity (1995), Michael Ragussis posed the idea that the genre of comedy itself 
embodies an explicitly Christian structure through its emphasis on conver- 
sion of personal identity. My thinking in this chapter owes an obvious debt 
to Ragussis’s powerful claims about the relationships between generic and 
theological structures, claims that historian David Nirenberg broadens in 
his theory of how the presence of the Judaic in Christian culture necessar- 
ily threatens Christian aesthetics. This sense of the dangerous Judaic, I have 
argued, was eminently present in nineteenth-century England and contrib- 
uted to the complex contortions that Christian commentators made to main- 
tain the religious and artistic relevance of the Psalms for Christian culture, 
while finding ways to reject, co-opt or convert the specificity of the Psalms’ 
Jewish origins. As Anglo-Jewish commentators sought to reclaim their scrip- 
tural poetry for specifically Jewish purposes, their responses both challenged 
and embodied this sense of the “dangerous” Judaic impulse as they rebutted 
and recreated assumptions about scripture, poetry, and Jewishness in nine- 
teenth-century English Christian culture. 

This chapter has sought to represent the “contact zone” of nineteenth- 
century English religious and literary cultures, focusing on how the biblical 
Psalms galvanize a set of intersecting discourses—scriptural criticism, lyric 
poetry, and Jewish/Judaic identity—that converge in this moment. The ques- 
tion on which all turns, to return to John Henry Newman's formulation, is 
not whether the Psalms can be both Christian and Jewish poetry, for history 
has already deemed they must be both. Rather, this chapter has explored how 
the very possibility of that shared interpretative legacy affects theories of lyric 
(Christian) universality being developed in nineteenth-century England that 
continue to exert a powerful influence over theories of literary value. 

If the genre of lyric poetry is understood as successful through its capac- 
ity to generate universal truth across a potentially diverse set of readers, as 
Romantic lyric theory argues, then the capacity of the Psalms to maintain both 
specifically Christian and Judaic truth simultaneously might at first glance 
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seem to represent the triumph of the Psalms as lyric models. But for Chris- 
tian commentators, the maintenance of Jewish meaning represents an ironic 
failure of lyric to realize Christian universalist claims, whereas for Jewish 
commentators, the capacity of the Psalms to generate Christian truth always 
threatens Jewish identity. Thus, the problem of the Psalms’ Jewish origins is 
not only a manifestation of the anti-Judaic aesthetics that mark so much of 
Christian culture; the “Jewish problem” of the Psalms ultimately becomes a 
larger problem of lyric identification. For the “success” of the Psalms in these 
nineteenth-century Christian contexts comes at the moment they can erase 
the particularity of their (Jewish) source to speak to a supposed “universal” 
Christian identity. Yet in a Jewish context, the Psalms represent only that par- 
ticular Jewish moment and articulation of Jewish identity; if they make claims 
to a poetic truth other than that of their historical sources, Jewish commenta- 
tors insist in a variety of ways that the truth remains specifically Jewish. 

This reading of the Psalms is, of course, possible because of the many ways 
in which nineteenth-century England blurred the lines between religion and 
poetry, as Charles La Porte and J. Barton Scott also explore in their chapters 
of this volume. Yet beyond a notion of blurred discursive boundaries, I have 
tried to suggest here how the very understanding of the genre of lyric poetry 
in the nineteenth century depended upon a particular Christian assumption 
about the possibility of a “universal” poetry, that ultimately assumes a Chris- 
tian perspective. It is the presence of the unconverted and particular Jew who 
insistently ruptures that religious and generic premise; thus, at the moment of 
a resurgence in actual Jewish presence in England, the problem of the lyric in 
the shared poetic canon of the Psalms becomes more urgent.* 

Ultimately, I suggest, along with Ragussis, that genre has never been a 
neutral or purely formal category. In the case of the Psalms, their idealized 
status as lyric poetry, coupled with their Jewish origins, creates a particu- 
larly rich contact zone that connects the discourses of both biblical (textual) 
and contemporary Jewish—-Christian relations. Unraveling these connections 
highlights the problem inherent in the politics of (Christian) lyric itself: how 
do readers from different historical or religious or gendered identities find 
shared truth claims in texts that emanate from particular and other historical, 
religious, and cultural origins? Posing this question highlights how the prob- 
lem of Jewish difference, and its complicated religious historical and textual 
relationship to Christian identity, has posed particular challenges for English 


14. Weisman offers another exploration of Anglo-Jewish engagement with the genre of 
elegy in relation to Jewish-Christian relations. 
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literary history and critical method.” Acknowledging the literary implications 
of the rise of the Anglo-Jewish community, we can better recognize how inte- 
grally linked the dynamics of nineteenth-century Jewish-Christian relations 
were to English literary history. With this acknowledgment, we are perhaps 
better able to understand how the modern construction of the secular liter- 
ary canon in English has never been a completely secular process, just as the 
term suggests. 
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CHAPTER 13 


QY 


Postsecular English Studies and 
Romantic Cults of Authorship 


CHARLES LAPORTE 


ENGLISH DEPARTMENTS have never fully escaped the religious cultures that 
prevailed at the time of their emergence in the nineteenth century. The per- 
vasiveness of religion during this era makes it perverse to take up any one 
example, but we could do worse than “The Study of Poetry” (1880), in which 
Matthew Arnold famously contrasts the deteriorating fortunes of Christianity 
with the rosy future of poetics, assuring his readers that the growth of latter 
will make up for the loss of the former: 


The future of poetry is immense, because in poetry, where it is worthy of its 
high destinies, our race, as time goes on, will find an ever surer and surer 
stay. There is not a creed which is not shaken, not an accredited dogma 
which is not shown to be questionable, not a received tradition which does 
not threaten to dissolve. . . . But for poetry the idea is everything; the rest is 
a world of illusion, of divine illusion. Poetry attaches its emotion to the idea; 
the idea is the fact. The strongest part of our religion to-day is its uncon- 


scious poetry. (Ward xvii) 


Scholars often invoke Arnold in histories of literary professionalization and of 
European secularization alike, so this quotation offers a convenient place to 
start. Prior to “The Study of Poetry,” Arnold had spent a decade championing 
the implications of the Higher Criticism and (though it does not necessar- 
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ily follow) doing battle with old-time religion in studies like Literature and 
Dogma (1873) and God and the Bible (1875). Yet it will be clear from the above 
that Arnold concerns himself with the transformation of Jewish and Christian 
impulses, rather than their eradication (King 99; McKelvy 1-2). 

In short, Arnold dismisses the dogmatic and supernatural aspects of reli- 
gion while promoting poetic inspiration as the best and strongest part of reli- 
gion’s legacy. If his theology smacks of secularism, his secularism remains 
theological. I do not mean by this merely that Arnold was mistaken in his 
suggestion that traditional religion might soon disappear from the world dur- 
ing his lifetime (it didn’t), nor that his stance on poetry here and throughout 
remains richly sermonic (it does). I mean that his very ideas about secularity 
rely upon a discourse borrowed from theology: of destiny (or “destinies”), of 
the divine, of that “surer stay” upon which we may rest our souls. (Several 
chapters in this volume speak to an association of religion and poetry ubiq- 
uitous in nineteenth-century culture: Michael Ledger-Lomas on Queen Vic- 
torias devotional attitudes to Tennyson, Richa Dwor on Grace Aguilar’s lyric 
conflation of genius and religion, Mark Knight on Wilde’s “Ballad of Reading 
Gaol,” Cynthia Scheinberg on the interreligious complexities of Victorian crit- 
icism of the Psalms, Michael Hurley and Peter Otto on the poetics of Gerard 
Manley Hopkins and William Blake.) Many scholars now urge that something 
similar might be claimed of all secularism: it remains forever imbricated with 
religious culture because it is oppositional in nature rather than a supposedly 
neutral space of freedom (Asad; Pecora, Secularization and Cultural Criticism; 
Taylor, Secular Age; Warner, VanAntwerpen, and Calhoun). If such scholars 
are right, then secularization must remain a movement “without end, as Vin- 
cent Pecora puts it in a monograph of that title (Secularization without End). 
And even should we hesitate to make claims about the future of seculariza- 
tion, still the past of literary studies, at least in the West, demonstrates just 
what Pecora describes: a field whose agonistic relationship with its own reli- 
gious history tends to disguise the unifying threads that underlie and hold 
together that complex legacy. 

The first part of this chapter addresses how secular literary criticism, 
which often represents itself as a break from the religious past, actually tends 
to perpetuate devotional attitudes to literature endemic to Victorian liter- 
ary criticism, or what William McKelvy calls “the English Cult of Literature.” 
In the chapter’s second part, I revisit amateur literary criticism of the fin de 
siécle to consider what this prehistory suggests about the university English 
departments that come to supersede it, or what we might learn by revisiting a 
quaintly and unabashedly religious prehistory of the field. In doing so, I hope 
to explore the question not merely of whether literary studies can ever be fully 
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secularized, but also of whether this is a reasonable desire. My third section 
brings the first two parts together. There remains a significant sense in which 
we in literary studies have never been secular, to repurpose a well-known 
phrase of Bruno Latour’s. Nonetheless, if we can agree that academic literary 
study has been, upon balance, a good thing—and I hope that most scholars 
can do so—then its theological underpinnings may not be the problem that 
we keep imagining them to be. The rich and insightful legacy of literary stud- 
ies, that is, may be said to justify itself. 


I. SECULAR SCRIPTURES 


First, a brief history of the academic profession. When English departments 
as we now know them first arose in the Victorian fin de siécle, they made 
it their business to professionalize the study of English and divorce it from 
casual reading, belle-lettrism, and amateur literary societies. Literary schol- 
ars made reading into an art and a science quite literally by placing their 
departments in colleges of arts and sciences. And as the field matured, first 
early- and then mid-twentieth-century critics distanced themselves from their 
forebears, whom they tended to portray as unsystematic, idiosyncratic, and 
given to religious enthusiasm. Casual reading still endured, of course, and 
belle-lettrism flourished both beyond and within the gates of the academy, 
but it also became reduced to a subplot of the academic story, and fashionable 
critics tended to dismiss its flowers as mere weeds. Each generation offered 
newer, ever more “scientific” sets of hermeneutics. This should be obvious to 
anyone who has studied the New Critics in an American context, or of F. R. 
Leavis and the Scrutiny crowd in a British context, or the Russian Formalists 
in a European one: collectively, the folks who gave English departments close 
reading. 

The emergence of newer literary sciences (or “sciences”) nonetheless 
always served to create its own cultic attitudes. The New Critics redeemed 
and renewed Arnold’s cult of literature despite themselves; Cleanth Brooks 
and W. K. Wimsatt decried “Arnoldian prophecy” much as critics of the later 
twentieth-century would decry their methods (Arac 117; Guillory 186-96). 
Leavis’s ostensibly secular stance was irresistible to many of a religious cast of 
mind; “He is what our mothers would have called CHAPEL, snorted Maurice 
Bowra (Hilliard 75).’ And when such midcentury critics made way for new 


1. Bowra’s remark identifies Leavis with Dissenting traditions, but Christopher Hilliard 
reminds us of Leavis’s High Church and Catholic followers, as well (82-85). 
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avant-garde critical movements like deconstruction and new historicism, the 
same issues recurred all over again. 

Take the case of Northrop Frye, an ordained minister in the United 
Church of Canada, who would respond to the New Criticism in 1957 by insist- 
ing that “everyone who has seriously studied literature knows that the men- 
tal process involved is as coherent and progressive as the study of science” 
(Anatomy 10-11). Frye’s claim, by no means self-evident, is typical of an epoch 
that regularly aspired to boost the status of literary studies by hitching them 
to an unrelated field. (In such moments, it is tempting to apply to Frye his 
own description of James G. Frazer, “who thought he was a scientist because 
he had read so much anthropology”; Frye, Great Code 35.) But Frye’s “scien- 
tific” approach is also an ongoing hermeneutic investigation into what he will 
come to call in a later book The Secular Scripture (1976). Harold Bloom then 
smirks at Frye for becoming a canonizer in the vein of Arnold but turns about 
to spend the rest of his long career promoting kabbalistic, gnostic, and “bar- 
dolatrous” approaches to literature (Bloom, Kabbalah and Criticism; Shake- 
speare). And so with other postwar theorists. Paul de Man chastises Frank 
Kermode for hinting that “the teaching of literature, in the university, should 
be a substitution for or a complement to the teaching of religion” (Quoted in 
Knight, 155). But Robert Scholes can later accuse de Man and the Yale decon- 
structionists of a “still more desperate and constricted attempt to keep the 
transcendental aura of literature alive” (Rise and Fall 28). Scholes repudiates 
de Man and Bloom as de Man and Bloom repudiated Kermode and Frye. John 
Guillory repudiates the New Critics as the New Critics repudiated Arnold 
and the Victorian Browning Societies. Clearly, this whole process is endlessly 
repeatable, for each generation of literary high priests and hierophants can 
be pooh-poohed by the high priests and hierophants of the next generation. 

The openly acknowledged theological dimension that we see reflected in 
the generation of Arnold thus spends the entire twentieth century behind a 
sort of moving wall; it reappears only as each new generation of scholars dep- 
recates the metaphysical recidivism of its predecessor, which has somehow 
gone back to doing theology again—or never left off. The most prestigious ele- 
ments of the twentieth-century English professorate amount to what Scholes 
calls in The Rise and Fall of Literature (1998) “a clergy without a dogma, teach- 
ing sacred texts without a God” (27). (And the overwhelming maleness of the 
priestly line traced above may be no coincidence.) Scholes himself urges that 
we take the extreme step of excising the term “literature” from our vocabular- 
ies in order to exorcise our cultic ghosts. Wonderfully, though, in an instance 
of just the sort of recidivism that I wish to outline, his follow-up book, Eng- 
lish after the Fall (2011), not only revisits the objectionable term literature but 
actually recommends that the field of English must be renewed through the 
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teaching of “sacred texts” (53-88). Sooner or later, such iconoclasm always 
manifests its kinship to holy zeal. 

It is a real curiosity of literary studies, indeed, that the field so regularly 
denounces its own most basic premises. Consider the classic essay “The Death 
of the Author” (1967), in which Roland Barthes opines that to approach the 
ceuvre of a given author as such is already to indulge in a sort of theological, 
implicitly Judeo-Christian, activity. 


We know now that a text consists not of a line of words, releasing a single 
“theological” meaning (the “message” of the Author-God), but of a multi- 
dimensional space, in which are married and contested several writings, 


none of which is original. (52-53) 


Or take a far more recent twenty-first-century call for distant reading, in 
which the Marxist critic Franco Moretti condemns close reading as such: 


The trouble with close reading (in all of its incarnations, from the new criti- 
cism to deconstruction) is that it necessarily depends on an extremely small 
canon. ... [Y]ou invest so much in individual texts only if you think that 
very few of them really matter. Otherwise, it doesn’t make sense. And if 
you want to look beyond the canon . . . close reading will not do it... . At 
bottom, it’s a theological exercise—very solemn treatment of very few texts 


taken very seriously. (57) 


Both Barthes and Moretti seek to demystify literature. Neither says a lot about 
what makes a reading “theological” because both invoke it as a term of oppro- 
brium. For them, it goes without saying that theology is very bad indeed, and 
that to call something theological ought to put it beyond the pale. But observe 
how that which a Victorian like Arnold would call “inspiration” here becomes 
so awfully threatening that we are called upon to throw out the most funda- 
mental parts of our literary criticism in our attempts to supersede it: we must 
first deny that literary works have authors (Barthes) and then drop minute 
investigations into what a text actually says (Moretti). These suggestions are 
akin to Scholes’s idea that we must abandon the very idea of literature lest 
we find ourselves seduced into some kind of theological backsliding. I link 
them in part because Barthes’s essay is already fifty years old, whereas Moret- 
ts essay is relatively recent. But it is only a matter of time before someone 
denounces Moretti in his turn as performing some kind of covert theology.” 


2. UPDATE: Since this chapter has been in press, Moretti has indeed been identified 
(though not denounced) as a theologian malgré lui in Matthew Wickman’s fine PMLA article 
“Theology Still?” 
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We have seen this game play out before. When twenty-first-century authors 
caution us against theologizing in our criticism, they go through the motions 
of a predictable routine. 

Nothing that I have claimed to this point is especially controversial. To 
the contrary, one might fault me for rehearsing an old song and dance.’ Yet 
my point pertains to this fact: precisely to the routine nature of the song and 
dance, with its aspirational (but never fully realized) secularity. Twentieth-cen- 
tury literary criticism grew up in the shadow of its own unacknowledged God, 
and twenty-first-century critics who offer to help take us out of that shadow 
repeat a weary rhetorical appeal. But what if devotional attitudes can be imag- 
ined to present a perfectly appropriate human approach to literature? Indeed, 
what if we return to them inescapably because, in the end, they possess some 
(if merely psychological) validity or what philosophers in the pragmatic tradi- 
tion of William James call usefulness? To take seriously Barthes, Scholes, and 
Moretti, we ought to grant that by their own logic, the overwhelming majority 
of modern literary study today remains intractably theological, concerned as 
it is with authors and with the meaning of artistic expressions. 

What happens if we hesitate to devalue the scholarly field in so cavalier a 
fashion? Let us consider whether literary study might be a sadly impoverished 
endeavor if we collectively banned from its purview the concepts of author- 
ship, literature, and close reading. Let us consider the possibility that Barthes, 
Scholes, and Moretti might be perfectly correct in their analyses but wrong in 
their value judgments about them. Maybe theological thinking is a sine qua 
non for certain very basic kinds of human understanding; maybe “atheism is 
by no means as easy as it looks,’ as Terry Eagleton has recently argued (viii). 
(This is to say nothing of my fellow contributors’ point that religion remains 
a required context for historical literatures.) Maybe literary study is on some 
level intractably theological but not less valuable for that. Maybe it brings 
out the best parts of theology and redeems its most compelling elements in 
a fuller and richer legacy than Arnold himself could have imagined. Such 
possibilities take us back in intriguing ways to the attitudes of our Victorian 
predecessors, who suddenly merit a serious reconsideration. 


II. THE VICTORIAN POET AS PROPHET 


Amateur literary criticism from the Victorian era, like its professional aca- 
demic counterpart (and successor), develops in part through a struggle 


3. For an alternative, though compatible, account of this history, see Branch, “Rituals of 
our Re-Secularization”” 
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with religious ways of thinking that it associates with rules and fixity, hence 
Arnold’s pointed contrast between “literature” and “dogma.” Victorian criti- 
cism privileges devotional reading, however, instead of suspending it. It nei- 
ther uses theology as a term of opprobrium nor takes its presence as a sign 
that things have gone awry. Arnold sometimes seems to conceive of his own 
criticism as an escape from theology as such, but so too did contemporaries 
whose religiously inflected criticism became a byword for future generations 
of critics. Consider the following passage from Dorothea Beale’s 1882 paper for 
the London Browning Society, “The Religious Teaching of Browning”: 


Browning seems to me a prophet whom God has given to our storm-tost age, 
a pilot who has learnt by long experience the hidden rocks and sandbanks on 
which the vessel of faith may be wrecked, now that the old anchor chains are 
burst asunder. An infallible Church, an infallible Book, an infallible Pope, 
all these have failed us—failed us that, rejecting the stones of the desert, we 
may learn that man doth not live by bread alone, but by the word of God. 
(Browning Society [London] 326) 


I do not have space here to get into the ins and outs of Beale’s position on 
what makes something prophetic; suffice it to point out that for her “the word 
of God” includes the poetry of Robert Browning, whom she identifies as “a 
prophet”? Many Victorians took Browning for a kind of prophet, indeed—as 
they did Elizabeth Barrett Browning and Lord Tennyson (LaPorte; Peterson). 
More importantly for us, however, Beale’s position mirrors that of Arnold in 
the same historical moment. Whether or not Beale knew of Arnold’s essay, she 
precisely reproduces what Michael Kaufmann calls the “Arnoldian replace- 
ment theory”: Christian dogma is in shambles, but poetry offers us a limit- 
less supply of new prophets and new scriptures (Kaufmann 621). Indeed, we 
could swap out whole phrases from Arnold and replace them with Beale, or 
vice versa, and few scholars would be the wiser. For both writers capitalize 
upon the Romantic cult of literary genius, which had reached a fevered pitch 
in the mid-nineteenth century: a notion that great literary artists are “celes- 
tial genius[es]” who “descend among men” with heaven-borne messages, as 
Goethe puts it in Wilhelm Meister’s Apprenticeship (307; see Scheinberg’s anal- 
ysis, in the preceding chapter, of how this Romantic notion of the poet shaped 
nineteenth-century debates about the Psalms and their Jewishness). 

From our vantage, Beale’s views may seem overheated, but they were 
widely shared at the Browning Society meetings. As the biblical critic Brooke 
Foss Westcott proclaimed to the Cambridge Browning Society in that same 
year of 1882, 
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All life, all nature, is . . . the legitimate field of the poet, as prophet[.] There 
is an infinite, an eternal, meaning in all, and it is his office to make this 
intelligible to his students. . . . No modern poet has more boldly claimed the 
fullness of his heritage of life than Browning. He has dared to look on the 
darkest and meanest forms of action and passion, from which we commonly 
and rightly turn our eyes, and he has brought back for us from this universal 
survey a conviction of hope. . . . He has laid bare what there is in man of 
sordid, selfish, impure, corrupt, brutish, and he proclaims in spite of every 
disappointment and every wound, that he still finds a spiritual power in him, 
answering to a spiritual power without him, which restores assurance as to 


the destiny of creation. (223-24) 


Like Beale’s, Westcott’s words will appear hyperbolic to twenty-first-century 
eyes, unless those eyes have just come from something like Barrett Browning’s 
letters. But Victorian literary societies regularly preach the religious value of 
secular poetry in this way. The creation and rededication of shrines to secular 
authors in and after this period offers further testimony to its appeal; Shake- 
speare’s Birthplace in Stratford, the Folger Shakespeare Library in Washing- 
ton, Casa Guidi in Florence, the Armstrong Browning Library in Texas (with 
its marvelous stained-glass depictions of the Brownings’ poetry), and even 
Somersby Rectory in Lincoln stand as literary monuments to this lingering 
Victorian impulse to memorialize what Westcott calls “the poet, as prophet.” 
Barthes and Moretti belittle this cultic tendency, of course, with its arch- 
Romantic view of genius, but their professional careers capitalize upon it as 
well (as did the whole line of critical hierophants with whom I began). This 
circumstance must complicate our own retrospective orthodoxies about Vic- 
torian literary societies, which link amateur literary scholarship with unstud- 
ied theology. 

William S. Peterson, who has written the only full study of the Victorian 
London Browning Society, reports that “in the end, the ladies and their cleri- 
cal counterparts produced an atmosphere of such cloying religiosity that many 
writers and scholars abandoned the Browning Society, which then strangled 
on its own theological preoccupations” (52-53). Peterson, writing in 1969, 
charts a sharp divide between “writers and scholars” on the one hand and 
“the ladies and their clerical counterparts” on the other. He sets aside theology 
with a knowing smirk as unintellectual and feminine. But his taxonomies now 
seem badly dated. Consider how he invites us to roll our eyes at a Dorothea 
Beale or a B. F. Westcott for inadvertently strangling their literary society in 
the folds of their religious sentiment. Never mind that the nineteenth cen- 
tury was the first time in history that it became widely recognized that “the 
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ladies” were often “the writers” and were sometimes also the scholars. Never 
mind that a relative majority of the scholars in Victorian Britain were clerics. 
Never mind that Beale was a solid and respectable critic, and Westcott one 
of the most significant biblical scholars that England has ever produced, a 
renowned editor of the Greek Christian scriptures and author of over twenty 
monographs. (Few humanities scholars, now or then, would dare to com- 
pare their vitae to Westcott’s.) For Peterson, as for Barthes and Moretti, the 
term theological is a sneer that delegitimizes them as “writers and scholars.” 
Nonetheless, as I have tried to emphasize, Peterson’s sneer may be endlessly 
recycled: his own book remains intractably theological by the logic of either 
Barthes (a single-author study) or Moretti (a “very solemn treatment of very 
few texts taken very seriously”). The question is what happens if literary crit- 
ics take theology seriously as a significant element of our work—one that has 
always reappeared, despite repeated efforts to squash it—and stop using it as 
a shorthand for failure. 

Let us, then, turn to a Browningite whom even Peterson can admire as 
a “writer” and a “scholar”: the great philologist and critic F. J. Furnivall, co- 
founder of the London Browning Society, early editor of the Oxford English 
Dictionary, and a pugnacious agnostic who worked hard to put down the 
openly theological yearnings of his fellow Browningites and to cultivate a sec- 
ular literary criticism. (In one inadvertently comic episode, Furnivall quar- 
reled with the atheist poet James Thomson for Thomson’s praise of Browning’s 
religious perspective.) One of Furnivall’s own contributions to the Society 
papers is an 1887 reading of Browning’s “O Lyric Love,’ which he introduces 
as an escape from theology: 


Several of my colleagues and friends in the Society have at divers times said 
to me, “What can be done to get away from the perpetually recurring discus- 
sions of Browning's theology? The subject turns up at almost every meeting; 
and the same old things are said every time. . .. Wont somebody write on 
Browning’s art or his metre, collect his first rymes, or examine his gram- 
mar?” I have always defended folk’s right to discuss Browning’s theology as 
shown in his works; that is fair game; and thought and talk are free. Still, the 
mention of Grammar toucht me... I have therefore tired my hand at one of 
our poets gnarly pieces, a lyric which it seems profanation to dissect like a 
dead body, so full of life and love is it. But Syntax is the Bond of Sentences, 
like Law is of Communities. Poems should be rightly constructed. They can’t 
be lucid unless they are. Poets, as well as other writers, are bound to lessen 
by all possible means the friction of the vehicle by which they convey their 
thoughts into their readers’ minds. (Browning Society [London], 165-66) 
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8 XXXIX. A GRAMMATICAL ANALYSIS OF “O LYRIC LOVE.” 


[Zo Elizabeth Barrett Browning, in Heaven. | 


(1) O lyrie Love, (2) half-angel and half-bird, 
(3) And all a wonder and a wild desire,— 
(4) Boldest of hearts (æ) that ever braved the sun, 
(b) Took sanctuary within the holier blue, 
Voca- (c) And sang a kindred soul out to his face ;— 
tive. (5) Yet human at the red-ripe of the heart 
(x) When the first summons from the darkling earth 3 
Adverb Reached thee amid thy chambers, (y) blanched their blue, 
human. () And bared them of the glory—(m) to drop down, 
To toil for man, (o) to suffer, (p) or to die,— gi 
(1) [R. B.’s] This is the same voice : (II) can thy soul know change ? 
(II) Hail then, and (IV) hearken from the realms of help ! 

(V) Never may I commence my song, (f) my due 
To God who best taught song by gift of thee, 

(w) Except with bent head and beseeching hand— _ 
That still, (v) despite the distance and the dark,’ | 
What-was, again may be ; (g) some interchange 14 
Of grace, (i) some splendour, once thy very thought, 

(i) Some benediction, ‘anciently thy smile :- 

VI Never conclude, (v) but raising hand and head 

= Thither where eyes that cannot reach, yet yearn 


Adverb to 
commence, 


For all hope, all sustainment, all reward, 
raising. | Their utmost up and on,—(¢) so blessing back 
Adverb to blessing. In those thy realms of help, that heaven thy home, |A 
Objects al Some whiteness which, I judge, thy face makes proud, { * 
blessing. \ Some wanness where, I think, thy foot may fall! 1 


> & 


FIGURE 13.1. Furnivall’s diagram of Browning’s “O Lyric Love.” 


Furnivall deliberately and explicitly proffers his reading as an alternative to 
theological approaches to Browning. Moreover, to Furnivall’s mind, the gram- 
mar of Browning’s poem clearly establishes the earthly nature of the love being 
celebrated, and thus defeats the religious readings that other scholars had pre- 
sumed to give it. Furnivall diagrams the lines as seen in fig. 13.1. “O Lyric 
Love” is Browning’s invocation to the muse at the conclusion of the first book 
of his epic masterpiece, The Ring and the Book (1868). Furnivall, as we see, 
understands the lyric as an address to the poet’s late wife: “To Elizabeth Barrett 
Browning, in Heaven.” But this subtitle appears nowhere in Browning (Furni- 
vall appends it), and it implies a great deal more clarity than the poem’s actual 
context provides. Most immediately, this passage forms the culmination of The 
Ring and the Book’s famously tortuous introduction to Browning's historiog- 
raphy. The lyric addresses the spirit of love; this much is plain. Yet the person 
incarnating that divine love remains ambiguous and variously rendered: “half- 
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angel and half-bird,” red with the human heart’s blood in the blue of the sky, 
willing to descend, “To toil for man, to suffer or to die” Indeed, the passage 
functions much like Tennyson’s preface to In Memoriam (“Strong Son of God, 
immortal Love”), from which Christ emerges as the likely addressee, but never 
unambiguously so. Here, too, the poem addresses the spirit of lyric as love, 
or of love as lyric, or of Barrett Browning, or of Christ, or (as twenty-first- 
century readers invariably conclude) of some ambiguous combination thereof. 

Furnivall diligently diagrams the grammar of Browning’s apostrophe. He 
teases apart the main clauses, where the poet claims that he can neither com- 
mence nor conclude his song without divine help. He charts the long adverbial 
clauses that attach to both of these ideas. He definitively shows why Barrett 
Browning should be considered a candidate, perhaps the best candidate, for 
the lyric’s addressee. But all this being granted, Furnivall’s overall reading must 
seem to us quixotic in the extreme. He cannot use grammar to prove that the 
passage fits exclusively to Barrett Browning while so much of it evokes other 
possibilities. It is one thing to call Barrett Browning the “[b]oldest of hearts,” 
but quite another to call her “all a wonder and a wild desire; which would 
seem to describe love in the abstract rather than the poets wife. Mid- Victorian 
mores make this latter reading unlikely, in fact. (When Browning in another 
poem writes of his own “lips once sanctified by Hers,” he certainly doesn’t 
mention their other body parts, nor any of her wild desires [“To Edward 
Fitzgerald” 972].) More importantly, several of the lines, such as “To toil for 
man, to suffer or to die,” must bring to mind Christian ideas of the Atonement 
more plainly than they do any sacrifice or atonement of Barrett Browning's. 

Curiously, for so prominent a literary scholar, Furnivall mistrusts ambigu- 
ity. He aims here to affix his preferred reading to grammar and definitively to 
rule out alternative readings. Far from celebrating ambiguity and paradox as 
literary critics have done reflexively since the New Criticism, Furnivall wants 
to solve the poem like a puzzle, to show that it has but one meaning when it 
is “rightly constructed.” (This drive could be something of a mania with Fur- 
nivall; he would later boast that his Chaucer Society had found “the key” to 
Chaucer's career in the chronology of the minor lyric “The Complaint unto 
Pity?) Why does Furnivall strain his evidence so far? Here, it is partly to resist 
the interpretation offered by Victorian critics like the Scottish theologian 
George McCrie, who disliked the Victorian cults of Browning and Tenny- 
son, and who took this particular passage as an apostrophe to Christ. McCrie, 
indeed, adopts a diametrically opposed view to Furnivall’s: 


If anything could serve to show how preposterous is the obscurity in which 


he [Browning] involves himself occasionally, it is to find that intelligent 
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readers should have supposed that these lines addressed to the Saviour (as 


we understand them) were an Invocation to Mrs. Browning! (87) 


Browning’s “gnarly” style, treated by Furnivall as a treasure mine, becomes 
in McCrie’s hands an impenetrable fog. The marks of his inspiration become 
proofs of his unintelligibility. Furnivall badly resented such insinuations: “This 
feeble and pretentious religionist,”’ he writes in riposte, “understands Brown- 
ing’s glorious Invocation to his wife; ʻO Lyric Love . . ? in the Ring and the 
Book, to apply to Christ!” (Bibliography 101). 

It remains unclear whether, to Furnivall’s mind, McCries feebleness 
and pretentiousness owe to his religion or vice versa, but, apparently, they 
go together. That being said, it seems significant that Furnivall singles out 
for reprimand a scholar who refuses to find anything sacred and sublime in 
Browning. McCrie holds in contempt the obscurity that Browning Society 
scholars revered: “A feeling has universally obtained that these poets have been 
broaching novel religious tenets,” writes McCrie, “but owing to the obscurity, 
especially of Browning’s style, few seem to know exactly what they are” (xi). 
Furnivall seeks to prove McCrie wrong: to show exactly “what they are.” McC- 
ries iconoclasm, then, his scorn of the cult of Browning from the vantage of 
Christian orthodoxy, directly evokes Furnivall’s scorn of McCrie’s Christian 
orthodoxy from the vantage of the cult of Browning. Iconoclasm and devo- 
tion here perform the usual pas de deux, outlined in this chapter’s first section. 

Surely, at all events, there is something risible about Furnivall’s attempting 
to secularize his own Browning Society with Browning's appeal “To God, who 
best taught song by gift of” Love. His truculent skepticism never extends to 
poetry. Speaking to a roomful of mostly religious Browning enthusiasts, Fur- 
nivall shares the idea that it might be a desecration to take apart the syntax of 
this “lyric which it seems profanation to dissect like a dead body, so full of life 
and love is it.” He seems genuinely to worry about making these sacred verses 
profane. If he were not perfectly explicit about trying to offer alternatives to 
theological readings of Browning, one would suspect him of trying to promote 
such readings. One suspects him anyway. Perhaps Furnivall worked at cross- 
purposes with himself, simply, for his form of religious iconoclasm was always 
also a form of worship. And maybe this explains why Furnivall failed to win 
many fellow Browning Society members to his secularist interpretation, as his 
postscript to the published essay frankly acknowledges. 

My own point is that the theologically inflected Victorian poetics of crit- 
ics like Dorothea Beale or a B. E Westcott deserve our respect as much as 
the iconoclastic (but also theologically inflected, as it turns out) criticism of 
ardent secularists like Furnivall. Peterson’s imagined gulf between them seems 
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motivated more by ideology than by evidence. Moreover, in either case, the 
theology might be the very thing that now merits our interest. 


III. CONCLUSION: ON MORE GENEROUS 
FORMS OF CRITIQUE 


I do not mean to present myself here as the last of a long line of literary schol- 
ars who unmask the covert theologies of the unmaskers who have come before 
them. Such unmasking amounts to an endless game. Instead, I have tried to 
indicate how academic poetry studies offers a terrific example of what Pecora 
calls secularization without end. Victorian criticism remains a far cry from 
ours. But today we see a burgeoning of interest in “post-suspicion” herme- 
neutics that may help us to understand it: a revival of Paul Ricoeur’s call for 
a hermeneutics of sympathy in Eve Sedgwick’s call for affective, “reparative” 
reading and Rita Felski’s and Elizabeth Anker’s questions about the limits 
of critique, as well as various kinds of affective reading and new formalisms 
(Ricoeur 213-38; Sedgwick 123-51; Felski; Anker and Felski). Such movements 
dovetail meaningfully with the religious turn in twenty-first-century literary 
criticism and may even speak to Lori Branch’s radical view that humanities 
scholarship “ought to own up to the religiousness of all intellectual endeavor” 
(Rituals of Spontaneity 221). Ricoeur's works bear witness to his form of Prot- 
estantism, Sedgwick ends Touching Feeling (2003) with a personal celebration 
of Buddhism, and Felski finds most promise for a “post-suspicion” hermeneu- 
tics in the Catholic philosopher Latour (who shares Arnold’s and Beale’s view 
that “art is too mysterious, too spiritual, too haunted . . . too perverse as well 
to accompany religion for long in its meanderings”; Latour 105). Twenty-first- 
century literary criticism is everywhere looking for more generous forms of 
critique. 

I wish to ask what happens when we take a page out of Dorothea Beale’s 
book and acknowledge that a thread of theology might always remain at the 
core of literary criticism, yet—or, rather, as I would urge, and—still grant that 
literary criticism remains a good thing. What happens when we seize this 
postsecular moment to remind ourselves that this dialectic between skepti- 
cism and theological recidivism has, after all, produced in the field of literary 
studies an astonishingly rich and often dazzling testament to the beauty and 
power of art? The history of literary studies shows us the endless creativity 
of a dance between iconoclasm and reverence. (A dance that also animates 
nineteenth-century poets’ own criticism, as Michael Hurley emphasizes in the 
next chapter.) In this respect, as in so many others, Victorian thinkers may be 
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just what the philosopher Charles Taylor calls them: “our Victorian contem- 
poraries” (Sources of the Self 393). So what happens when we stop thinking 
about religion as a box from which English studies needs to be rescued, and 
start thinking about it as a kind of blueprint? 

Twenty-first-century English departments may have a duty both to rein- 
vent our visions and to revivify the kind of zeal that created them in the first 
instance, as Mark Edmundson urges throughout his 2004 Why Read? Over 
a century of professional criticism testifies (often despite itself) to Beale’s 
and Westcott’s idea that literary texts can be inspired. Most of this criticism 
remains secular in intent, for certain, but intent must remain beside the point. 
A beautiful text might deserve our reverence even if we only arrive at rever- 
ence in oblique and roundabout ways. The nineteenth-century philosopher 
Josiah Royce, a pragmatist and friend of William James, insisted in the Boston 
Browning Society in 1896 that the power available in Browning’s poetry was 
not doctrinal in nature, but that it amounted to the same thing. “What mat- 
ters the name of the tale,” he asked, “so long as it arouses afresh the thought 
to which the doctrine of the incarnation bears witness, the thought that, if 
ever we pierce through the world of Power to the heart of it, to that which is 
beyond Power, we find, as the Over-God, Love?” (Boston Browning Society 
31). One need not share Royce’s theological convictions to take an interest in 
his eagerness to apply them to Browning. Marx’s mentor, Ludwig Feuerbach, 
would depict such love as a human aspiration rather than the divine reality 
that Royce imagines. But such a distinction may be irrelevant, since it seems 
that we get a form of theology either way.’ For us the relevant fact must rather 
be that far more has been written in recent decades on literature as a mask for 
power than on literature as a mask for love. And yet the life of our criticism 
has depended upon some kind of love, after all, all along. 
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CHAPTER 14 


QY 


Theologies of Inspiration 


William Blake and Gerard Manley Hopkins 


MICHAEL D. HURLEY 


HOPKINS HARDLY EVER mentions Blake; across the extraordinarily rich lit- 
erary correspondence that has come down to us, he only ever refers to him 
twice, and fleetingly—four sentences in total.’ Yet these scant references tell 
a powerful story. The first occurs as a seemingly throwaway remark, when 
he is remonstrating with his old friend Canon Dixon for failing to admire 
Wordsworth’s “Intimations of Immortality.” Hopkins’s apologia is moving and 
instructive in itself, but his testimony gestures beyond that single poem (which 
he calls “one of the dozen or of the half dozen finest odes of the world”), to 
suggest an entire theological poetics in which Blake is equivocally implicated. 
Here is Hopkins’s central claim: 


There have been in all history a few, a very few men, whom common repute, 
even where it did not trust them, has treated as having had something hap- 
pen to them that does not happen to other men, as having seen something, 
whatever that really was. Plato is the most famous of these. Or to put it as it 
seems to me I must somewhere have written to you or to somebody, human 


nature in these men saw something, got a shock; wavers in opinion, looking 


1. Hopkins was not especially prolific by the standards of some men of letters in his 
lifetime (only 443 of his letters are extant); yet his missives are crammed with brilliant liter- 
ary opinion, theory, and insight. See Hurley, “Passion and Playfulness in the Letters of G. M. 
Hopkins? 
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back, whether there was anything in it or no; but is in a tremble ever since. 
Now what Wordsworthians mean is, what would seem to be the growing 
mind of the English speaking world and may perhaps come to be that of 
the world at large/ is that in Wordsworth when he wrote that ode human 
nature got another of those shocks, and the tremble from it is spreading. This 
opinion I do strongly share; I am, ever since I knew the ode, in that tremble. 
You know what happened to crazy Blake, himself a most poetically electrical 
subject both active and passive, at his first hearing: when the reader came to 
“The pansy at my feet” he fell into a hysterical excitement. Now common- 
sense forbid we should take on like these unstrung hysterical creatures: still 


it was a proof of the power of the shock.’ 


Rousing stuff, yet Hopkins is no “crazy Blake? Though the poem makes Hop- 
kins “tremble” still, there is, he makes clear, intellectual sobriety to his swoon- 
ing; earlier in the letter, he anticipates and refuses the suspicion that his claims 
might be “extravagant” (Collected 2:821). Whereas Blake is “unstrung” and 
“hysterical? Hopkins authenticates his reaction by highlighting Wordsworth’s 
general shortcomings as “an imperfect artist,” the “matter” of whose poems 


» 


“varied in importance, “as he varied in insight? It is only in this particular 


2 e 


instance, we are to understand, where Wordsworth’s “matter” is of the “high- 
est” “interest and importance,” and where “his insight was at its very deepest”: 
“hence... the extreme value of the poem” (2:822). 

Hopkins’s claims in this passage might be interpreted in different ways, 
but the dominant critical impulse among contemporary scholars of literature 
is to try to read past the passage’s words; or rather, to try to read past our own 
twenty-first-century assumptions about its words, so that we might instead 
read for the historical assumptions that motivated and shaped Hopkins’s lan- 
guage in the first place. In that spirit, perhaps the most inviting line of inquiry 
might be to explore his arresting and repeated use of “electrical” imagery of 
“shock? Jason R. Rudy’s study of how poets in this period were imaginatively 
informed by developments in the electrical and physiological sciences offers a 
compelling case for how Hopkins especially employs the figure of electricity 
“for the work he imagines poetic form—and stress in particular—to accom- 
plish” (129). The valency of “shock” might be further elaborated via the work 
of Jill L. Matus, who has shown how Victorian writers “use terms like ‘flash; 
‘pulse’ and above all ‘shock’ to describe modes of cognition, especially modes 
of epiphany” (136). Rudy does not refer to this particular passage from Hop- 


2. Collected Works of Gerard Manley Hopkins, vol. 2, ed. R. K. R. Thornton and Catherine 
Phillips, p. 821. Cited hereafter as “Collected” with volume and page numbers. 
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kins in his book, and Matus does not mention Hopkins at all in her study 
(which focuses on fiction rather than verse), but it is hard to imagine a more 
vivid exemplification of Rudy’s general thesis, or of Matus’s account of “electri- 
cal” epiphany in particular, than Hopkins here figures for Wordsworth’s verse. 
Such a line of inquiry connects also, it might be noted, with the kind of claims 
that readers have been making for some time about how Wordsworth is (as 
M. H. Abrams once suggested, unwittingly echoing Hopkins’s lexicon) “pre- 
eminently a poet of the revelatory and luminous Moment, of the gentle shock 
of mild surprise” (387). 

Before going any further down this track, however, promising though it 
may be, it is worth reflecting on the general enterprise of historicizing literary 
subjects in this way. As a critical practice, historical poetics has taken sun- 
dry forms over the last couple of decades, and at its best it has enormously 
enriched our understanding of reading and writing practices that might oth- 
erwise be obscured to us today. Yet there have been losses as well as gains; 
notably, in the way that critics have simplified questions of verse style and of 
religion, both of which are typically treated—if they are treated at all—with a 
reductive kind of abstraction. 

Studies especially attentive to prosody investigate the purported associa- 
tions of different meters, in speculating the reason that a poet or school of 
poetry might choose one metrical form over another, or the way in which 
metrical choices might have been felt and understood by contemporary read- 
ers. But scholarship of this sort, though valuable on its own terms, inevita- 
bly dwells less rigorously on the particular realization of meter by rhythm in 
particular verse instances, and on what that might then imply for the writer's 
intentions or, more subtly, the writer’s quality of thinking and feeling with 
and through verse. (And the same applies to matters of, say, rhyme or stanza, 
in which the general scheme invites general comment, whereas little atten- 
tion is paid to its sui generis instantiation.) Relatedly, modern literary criti- 
cism—which Charles LaPorte, in this part of the volume, characterizes as one 
long and unsuccessful attempt to rid itself of theological preoccupations—is 
often indifferent to religious faith in poetry, if not openly skeptical or actually 
hostile towards it: tending to reinterpret expressions of devotion or desire as 
sublimations of other, darker needs.’ Even where religion is taken seriously in 
poetry, critics typically read for theme and content, at the level of paraphrase. 
How and why the nonfungible particularities of verse craft might inform and 


3. See Hurley, Faith in Poetry, introduction. While the trend of indifference towards and 
reductive reinterpretation of religious faith in poetry remains dominant in literary criticism, 
the number of notable exceptions does appear to be growing (as suggested by the exemplary 
critical works cited within this chapter, this part of the volume, and the collection as a whole). 
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interplay with the particularities of religious belief remains largely neglected. 
While Hopkins is surely a ready subject for the dominant mode of literary- 
critical historicism, his observations on Wordsworth and Blake quoted above 
might also provoke us to think differently about the nature of religious poetry 
across the century that these poets span: by inviting us to consider how poetry 
that claims to be animated by transcendent insight might be appraised not 
merely for its explicit, verbal expressions of such faith but also for its implicit 
warrant of inspiration that is tendered through its prosodical punctilio. 

Returning, then, to the quotation with which this chapter began, it is 
well to observe that although Hopkins vaunts Wordsworth’s vision on this 
occasion, he really did harbor serious reservations about him, finding fault 
even with some of his most celebrated verses: “beautiful as they are? he once 
sniffed, Wordsworth’s sonnets “have an odious goodiness and neckcloth about 
them which half throttles their beauty” (Collected 1:267). While still an under- 
graduate, Hopkins confronted the question of what makes “poetry proper” 
(1:67), and his answer is direct and uncompromising, and persists through- 
out his later life and career: “inspiration.” Without inspiration, even the most 
accomplished versifiers misfire; they might achieve local moments of interest 
by lapsing into self-plagiarism, and the outcome might be passable—but it is 
no more than what Hopkins calls “Parnassian.” Such poetry, for all its charms, 
ultimately “palls.” Tennyson and a number of worthies are indicted in this 
way; but in elaborating his argument, Hopkins’s devastating verdict is that, 
of all the poets one might adduce, “no author palls so much as Wordsworth” 
(1:69). 

When Hopkins comes, here, to write of Wordsworth having seen some- 
thing, and as having created a poem that might “shock” its readers into a com- 
parable vision, he is not therefore indulging a general affection for a pet poet: 
he is identifying an exceptional rather than a characteristic success, according 
to his own severe criterion for what counts as “poetry proper: “In a fine piece 
of inspiration every beauty takes you as it were by surprise,” Hopkins averred, 
“not of course that you did not think the writer could be so great,’ but rather 
that “every fresh beauty could not in any way be predicted or accounted for 
by what one has already read” Whereas with Parnassian poetry one might 
conceive oneself writing it if one were the poet, works of inspiration refuse 
that conceit. Do not say, then, that if you were Shakespeare you could imagine 
yourself writing Hamlet, because, Hopkins insists, “that is just what I think 


4. Hopkins’s claim complements Wordsworth’s own estimation of his gift: “That poets, 
even as prophets, each with each / Connected in a mighty scheme of truth / Have each for his 
peculiar dower a sense / By which he is enabled to perceive / Something unseen before” (The 
Prelude [1805], 12:301-5). 
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what you can not conceive” (Collected 1:69). Seeing something, surprise, 
shock: what poets experience in the act of composition is also what poetry 
proper might in turn elicit, in the act of reading. But how exactly is inspiration 
thus channeled from poet to reader? 

Perhaps Hopkins responded so powerfully to Wordsworth’s ode simply 
because it engaged a sentiment that was already painfully familiar. Where 
Wordsworth writes of how “The earth, and every common sight” had seemed 
to him “Apparelled in celestial light, / The glory and the freshness of a dream” 
(Poetical Works 4-5), but that in later life “there hath past away a glory from 
the earth” (18), Hopkins records that in his youth “crimson and pure blues 
seemed to me spiritual and heavenly sights fit to draw tears once,” but that 
in later life (he is writing this in December 1880, around the same age when 
Wordsworth wrote his ode), he could only “just see” what he once saw, and 
could “hardly dwell on it and should not care to do so” (Collected 1:413). The 
experience of these poets is intriguingly similar, but it is instructive also to 
note exactly how Hopkins explains the disenchantment that comes with adult- 
hood: “because the mind after a certain number of shocks or stimuli, as the 
physiologists would say, is spent and flags” (1:412). Too many shocks cease, 
after a while, to seem shocking. 

At least as far as poetry goes, however, Wordsworth’s ode is itself a prime 
proof for Hopkins that benumbed readers—however spent and flagging— 
might yet be precipitated into fresh stimulations, through the singularity of 
inspired composition hard-won through the discipline of verse craft. So it is 
that Hopkins’s reflexive account of his trembling gives way to an objective 
attempt to explain how the poem revitalizes that subjectivity, according to 
Wordsworth’s artisanal achievement: 


His powers rose, I hold, with the subject: the execution is so fine. The rhymes 
are so musically interlaced, the rhythms so happily succeed (surely it is a 
magical change “O joy that in our embers”), the diction throughout is so 
charged and steeped in beauty and yearning (what a stroke “The moon doth 
with delight”!). (Collected 2:822) 


Hopkins breaks off at this point to acknowledge that he is still only describing 
an aesthetic object, and that this does not itself necessarily excite an aesthetic 
experience: “It is not a bit of good my going on,” he concedes, “if, which is 
to me so strange in you and disconcerting, you do not feel anything of this” 
(2:822). But Hopkins also knows that the ability of language to express more 
than abstract ideation only arises, if it ever does, from the resources of its 
style. A great number of literary critics and indeed theologians have intuited 
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and advanced this contention before and after his—from Samuel Johnson to 
Jacques Maritain—but a recent study by Rowan Williams invites special notice 
here, for the reason that, without reference to Hopkins, it happens to fall in 
with his same terms of inspired execution: how words might be “persuaded to 
say more than they initially seem to mean” by the application of “carefully cal- 
culated shocks” (146, 148). Taking Hopkins’s and Williams’s cue, the “shock” of 
Wordsworth’s ode, its inspired “surprise,” is to be glossed not simply as a mat- 
ter of what Wordsworth saw, but also as a matter of the careful way he refined 
that vision into verse: his powers rose with his subject, which he was inspired 
not only to see but also to express. 

Hopkins’s whimsical finale in his letter to Dixon imagines that “St. George 
and St. Thomas of Canterbury wore roses in heaven for England’s sake on the 
day when that ode, not without their intercession, was penned” (Collected 
2:822). Hopkins was fiercely partis pris when it came to discussing his nation 
and his religion, and he occasionally conflated his ambitions for the two (“A 
great work by an Englishman is like a great battle won by England”; 2:813, 
785-86). But this picturesque image of boutonniére-sporting saints is neither 
straight-faced nationalism nor mere silliness. Readers familiar with Hopkins’s 
letters will recognize his interleaving style, where he pursues the most seri- 
ous subject, and most earnestly, with wry playfulness.’ The vignette is comic, 
for sure, but it is also sincere. He really does think the poem is a triumph for 
England, and especially for the souls of England. And he really does believe 
that the poem gave a salutary jolt to human nature, for being the product of 
divine intercession, in both conception and execution. 

Nonetheless, Hopkins’s playfulness around the theme of inspiration help- 
fully reminds us that the word and concept did not have a stable or single 
sense in the period. It moves between secular and divine associations, refer- 
ring at some points to “inspired vision or passion,’ and at others, to “divinely 
given’; and this occurs even within the writings of individual poets. Indeed, 
Hopkins’s very last words in his letter to Dixon veer towards the classical sense 
of afflatus: “May the Muses bring you to a better mind. May God Almighty, 
and this without reserve” (Collected 2:822). But Hopkins is not really shifting 
his ground from Christian to classical inspiration here, any more than when 
he elsewhere taps the pagan tradition of the genius loci; when he calls Wales 
his “mother of Muses,” say, or “England [. . .] wife / To my creating thought” 
(2:804).° In such cases, Hopkins writes with the tacit understanding of his 
audience in mind. Complaining to Robert Bridges of trying to compose with- 


5. See Hurley, “Passion and Playfulness in the Letters of G. M. Hopkins.” 
6. Poems of Gerard Manley Hopkins, edited by Gardner and MacKenzie, p. 101. Cited 
hereafter as P. 
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out Minerva’s blessing, for instance (“graviter invita Minerva”), he is only ever 
alluding to the classical tradition rather than actually invoking its divinities; 
and should there be any doubt, he retracks within the same sentence, via a 
semicolon: “rather I am afraid it may be Almighty God who is unwilling” 
(1:437). 

There is, then, an Augustinian generosity in Hopkins’s attitude towards 
inspiration, which figures transcendent insight as available outside of the con- 
sciously Christian tradition (Plato had seen something too), even as he is keen 
to clarify that such insight is most truly realized through the revelation of 
the Christian God Almighty. The continuity Hopkins imagines here is com- 
mon to many Christian poets before him, but it was by no means inevitable 
within the context of nineteenth-century authorship. On the one hand, a secu- 
lar skepticism that ripens through the period impatiently derides inspiration 
as superstition and argues instead for the sole agency of the artist. This new 
grudge against inspiration might be seen as a negative expression of a positive 
desire to elevate the person of the poet, as Paul Valéry indicated by his truck 
with the “naive notion” that imagines poetic production either as “a result of 
pure chance” or as “a kind of supernatural communication’; both hypotheses, 
Valéry complains, “reduce the poet to a wretchedly passive role” (212). For 
William Morris, self-conscious both as an atheist and an artisan, “the talk of 
inspiration is sheer nonsense, there is no such thing. It is a mere matter of 
craftsmanship” (Mackail 186). On the other hand, both the Platonic and the 
biblical traditions present poet-prophets as ventriloquizing what they have 
not themselves conceived or fashioned into language, and which they may 
well not fully understand. Both these traditions are at odds with the emergent 
poetics of individual creativity, recalling instead a premodern conception of 
authorship as a public and collective act rather than a private, confessional 
one (Burke 1-12). 

The picture is actually even more complicated. There is indeed a tug-of- 
war between inspiration and poetic craftsmanship across the century, but it 
expresses itself in diverse and sometimes unexpected ways that cannot be 
neatly explained by a secularization narrative, whereby those who reject God 
reject inspiration. Percy Bysshe Shelley, an avowed atheist, is the author of 
one of the most stirring contemporary accounts of inspiration (A Defence of 
Poetry), as an extension of his Romantic idealization of the poet as vates; and 
at the other end of the century, Algernon Charles Swinburne, another atheist- 
provocateur, would likewise devote much imaginative energy to advocating 
the Muse (Zonana 39-50). Yet it remains meaningful to notice the strain of 
secularity that increasingly informs nineteenth-century accounts of writing 
(and indeed the period’s accounts of inspiration itself) and to generalize about 
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the tension that intensifies over time, between claims for verse as inspired 
and claims for the agency of the individual poet. In The Theory of Inspira- 
tion, Timothy Clark has well documented this tension as a “crisis of subjec- 
tivity,” of the sort that Edgar Allan Poe memorably confronts in his essay on 
“The Philosophy of Composition,’ published at the very tipping point of the 
century (1846), which descants on the deceitfulness whereby “most writers— 
poets in especial—prefer having it understood that they compose by a species 
of fine frenzy—an ecstatic intuition—and would positively shudder at letting 
the public take a peep behind the scenes” (Poe 481). 

If Poe is the prototypical inspiration-deflating writer, Charles Lamb exem- 
plifies the rudely disillusioned reader, “staggered” as he was to discover the 
manuscript of Lycidas “interlined, corrected as if their words were mortal, 
alterable, displaceable at pleasure!”; “as if inspiration were made up of parts, 
and these fluctuating, successive, indifferent!” (365 n). The tussle staged in 
these accounts presents the relationship between inspiration and verse craft 
as a zero-sum game. To demote the former is to promote the latter, and vice 
versa. Hopkins, however, exemplifies how the benison of divine inspiration 
might be reconciled with the individual responsibility of the artist's striving to 
be true to that gift: not according to some division of labor between God and 
man, but as a model of commensurability. This is the last poem Hopkins ever 
wrote, dated 22 April 1889, just seven weeks before he died: 


To R. B. 

The fine delight that fathers thought; the strong 
Spur, live and lancing like the blowpipe flame, 
Breathes once and, quenchèd faster than it came, 
Leaves yet the mind a mother of immortal song. 
Nine months she then, nay years, nine years she long 
Within her wears, bears, cares and moulds the same: 
The widow of an insight lost she lives, with aim 

Now known and hand at work now never wrong. 
Sweet fire the sire of muse, my soul needs this; 

I want the one rapture of an inspiration. 

O then if in my lagging lines you miss 

The roll, the rise, the carol, the creation, 

My winter world, that scarcely breathes that bliss 
Now, yields you, with some sighs, our explanation. (P 108) 


Dedicated to Bridges, with whom Hopkins had shared more of his verse the- 
ory and practice than anyone else, there is a curious sense in which this poem, 
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written while Hopkins was already fatally ill, reads like his Summa. Formally, 
it epitomizes his investment in (to use Hopkins’s own words) the “abrupt” and 
“stressy” life of the innovative meter he called “sprung rhythm” Thematically, 
it explores the extent to which, for Hopkins, verse must be invested with not 
only inspirational ardor but also exacting craftsmanship. What is most telling, 
though, what reveals most about Hopkins’s double vision of poetry’s need for 
both divine gift and cultivated skill, is the way that these formal and thematic 
concerns mutually animate each other. 

“Fine delight” is thus not merely described but dramatized in the opening 
line, through its “fine execution,” as fricatives and dentals clarify and enliven 
through their crisp concatenation (“fine delight that fathers thought”)—before 
that filigree precision gives way to a newly muscular movement that erupts 
across the line break: “strong / Spur” It is a perfectly Hopkinsian moment, 
making the most not only of the words’ complementary sounds and rhythms 
but also of their contrasts; in this case, heightening the alliterative clatter of his 
stressed monosyllables by splicing them across the line end in an effect that 
modern prosodists identify as rejet (but which Hopkins probably learned from 
Milton). The percussive potency of “Spur” is not flatly described as “strong,” 
then: its strength is realized through its stress (“Stress is,” in Hopkins’s defi- 
nition, “the making a thing more, or making markedly, what it already is; it 
is the bringing out its nature”; Collected 2:629). As the sentence continues, 
liquid chimes run through “live and lancing like the blowpipe flame,” which, 
together with other consonantal echoings, lend the first four lines such win- 
ning, performative vitality. 

But the vitality of these first four lines is not purely prosodical; their sounds 
and rhythms have a lexical reference, and indeed a theological one. Hopkins is 
writing of the energizing moment of inspiration that enables “immortal song.” 
His progenitive metaphors are suggestive, drawing as he does on both father- 
ing (line 1) and mothering (line 4), not least for the poignant contrast they 
present with those moments in his letters and notebooks where he confesses 
to feeling uninspired, on which occasions he figures himself as unable to give 
birth to poetry, or even to exhibit the creative potency to take up his pen. 
We need only go so far as his retreat notes written just a few months before 
“To R. B?” to find his anguished complaints of living “without spur,’ which he 
glosses with the devastating sentence: “All my undertakings miscarry: I am 
like a straining eunuch” (Sermons 262).’ 


7. Sermons and Devotional Writings of Gerard Manley Hopkins, ed. Christopher Devlin S. 
J., p. 262. Cited hereafter as “Sermons” with page numbers. 
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When Hopkins was first grappling with his ideas on inspiration, his 
account was almost bathetically prosaic, glossed as a state of “mental acute- 
ness” enabled by a physical condition of wellbeing (he notes factors such as 
“the length of time after a meal”; Collected 1:67-8). By the time he matured 
into the poetry for which he is now celebrated, he had developed a subtler 
account of inspiration as divine gift, which, in his poetry, finds explicit artic- 
ulation in “The Blessed Virgin compared to the Air we Breathe” (“This air, 
which, by lifes law, / My lung must draw and draw / Now but to breathe its 
praise”; P 94).’ Emphatic elaborations of the same occur in his sermons as 
well: “even the sigh or aspiration itself is in answer to an inspiration of God’s 
spirit and is followed by the continuance and expiration of that same breath 
which lifts it .. . to do or be what God wishes his creature to do or be” (Ser- 
mons 156). Man is said to receive inspiration, in the fullest sense, as a form of 
grace, which is God’s own “finger touching the very vein of personality.” Hop- 
kins goes on to suggest that man can do so little to “respond” to this gift (“by 
no play whatever, by bare acknowledgement only”), and that he can summon 
no more than “the counter stress which God alone can feel”: “the spiration in 
answer to his inspiration” (Sermons 158). 

It would take another chapter to tease out the distinct but overlapping 
ways in which Hopkins is imagining inspiration here. His conception of pre- 
venient grace and the grace to cooperate in man’s salvation is not identical 
with his understanding of how poems might be conceived and composed, but 
such differences as might be delineated tend to the same end when viewed in 
the context of Hopkins’s cardinal conviction that man’s duty is to praise God 
(“This then was why he [man] was made, to give God glory and to mean to 
give it”; Sermons 239). With this praise-imperative in mind, where Hopkins’s 
poetic creations are designed to celebrate the created world and the God who 
created it, we may reread them for how their forms and themes speak back 
and to and through each other. In the case of “To R. B.? the presence of God 
exalted in the octave is then found wanting (in both senses) in the sestet; and 
“Breathes” from the third line (linked to “immortal song”) finds its dark pen- 
dent in the symbolically “winter world” of barrenness in which he “scarcely 
breathes that bliss,” redeeming the possibility of raptured inspiration of which 
the poem records the lack, even as that record itself becomes the “immortal 
song” of poetry proper that it desires. 


8. Breathing provides the air required to utter praise—but more profoundly, Hopkins 
figures the physical inspiration of literal breathing in conjunction with its spiritual counterpart 
(receiving grace, mediated from God through Mary and the physical world, including air), such 
that Hopkins also depends on what he praises in the sense of giving back the gift he receives 
(including, the poem suggests, in the “inspired” act of poetic composition itself). 
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Importantly, Hopkins’s anxious concern for inspiration as divine inspira- 
tion is not self-standing; it is compounded by the sense of his own respon- 
sibility as craftsman. On the heels of the vaulting vision of “immortal song” 
comes, “Nine months she then, nay years, nine years,’ which moves the gov- 
erning metaphor from pregnancy’s natural term to the Horatian notion in Ars 
Poetica that a poem should—to allow second thoughts and revisions—be kept 
for nine years before publication. The “live and lancing . . . blowpipe flame” 
is thus checked by the cooler processes of lucubration. “Now this is the art- 
ists most essential quality,’ he advised Dixon: “masterly execution” (Collected 
2:792). That means choosing words with sufficient “point and propriety,’ mak- 
ing images “brilliant” (1:265, 482), and the prosody “highly wrought” (2:544, 
748, 919). As he once wryly intimated to Bridges: “Only remark, as you say 
that there is no conceivable licence I shd. not be able to justify, that with all my 
licences, or rather laws, I am stricter than you and I might say than anybody I 
know” (2:280). Hopkins throws waspish emphasis on the corrected statement. 
What might look to be licenses in his poetry are actually higher laws that bind 
him with unprecedented stringency. 

While some licenses are established as law through convention,’ others 
can be compensated for within the individual form itself, which is why he 
asserts that “apparent licences are counterbalanced, and more” by his “strict- 
ness” (Collected 1:281).'° But Hopkins goes further: “In fact all English verse, 
except Milton’s, almost, offends me as “licentious? Remember this” (1:281). 
It is a provoking boast—and not only for its teacherly caution not to forget, 
and so not to repeat the libel. Whereas Hopkins previously demanded that 
his poetics be reappraised by way of inversion—aesthetic licenses must in 
fact be read as aesthetic laws—here he switches the ground from aesthet- 
ics to moral theology, as license becomes associated with “licentiousness.” 
Tugging at this law-license-licentious thread reveals a great deal about the 
conjunction of poetics and metaphysics for Hopkins, which I have elsewhere 
sought to draw out.” The argument of this chapter is tilted rather differently, 
however: towards a comparative sense of the play between these categories 
in the period, for which Hopkins’s second and only other extant reference 


9. Of certain rhymes, for instance, he writes of “the ordinary licence of rhyming s’s proper 
or sharp to s’s flat or z’s, th proper to th = dh and so on” (Collected ii:594). 

10. He identifies “outriding feet” as a license but distinguishes his usage from similar 
effects in late Shakespeare, where they are employed as mere “licence,” “whereas” Hopkins’s 
are “calculated effects” (Collected 1:318). But he also concedes: “Some of my rhymes I regret” 
(2:576); run-over rhymes were “experimental, perhaps a mistake” (2:747). 

11. This chapter extends my separate accounts of Blake and Hopkins from my study of 
Faith in Poetry, to consider, by comparative evaluation, the extent to which these poets con- 
verge in their conceptions of poetic inspiration. 
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to Blake is further suggestive. Like the first reference, it occurs in a letter to 
Dixon, though this one appears some eleven years later, in mid-December 
1887: 


I have Blake’s poems by me. Some of them much remind me of yours. The 
best are of an exquisite freshness and lyrical inspiration, but there is mingled 
with the good work a great deal of rubbish, want of sense, and some touches 


of ribaldry and wickedness. (Collected Works 2:910) 


Characteristically, Hopkins separates the “best” from the “rubbish” with clean 
strokes of his pen; his estimation admits no fussing in the middle ground. The 
former category, the “best” poems, are marked by “freshness” and “inspira- 
tion”: to be inspired is to produce something “fresh,” something that has been 
newly seen, something surprising—shocking. Yet Hopkins also believed that 
what’s fresh must not be too fresh, or it might end up like “rubbish” Craft is 
a necessary check and refinement. Norman H. MacKenzie closes his insight- 
ful gloss of “To R. B” by regretting that the circumstances of Hopkins’s death 
“prevented a poem which has many beautiful phrases in it from being sub- 
jected to the maturing agencies of time and critical discussion” (it was sent to 
Bridges “a bare week after it was written”; Reader’s 209, 207). But MacKenzie 
underestimates how delicate the balance was for Hopkins between writing and 
overwriting. Maturation by mediation easily becomes meddling, and dam- 
ages the “freshness” that was, for Hopkins, inspiration’s primary recommen- 
dation. Poetry’s beauties are, Hopkins thought, all the more valuable for being 
delicate, liable to perish. While execution is required to refine inspiration into 
poetry, too much of it mitigates “the freshness” he “wanted and which indeed 
the subject demands” (Collected 2:552). 

For a poet as obsessive and precise as Hopkins—his drafts are a thicket of 
carets and corrections—overengineering was an ever-present risk. Of “The Sea 
and the Skylark,” he confessed to Bridges: “There is, you see, plenty meant; but 
the saying of it smells, I fear, of the lamp” (Collected 2:552). Ripeness needs to 
be cultivated but can easily become overripe; virtue quickly curdles into vice. 
He called “Tom’s Garland” “a very pregnant sonnet and in point of execution 
very highly wrought. Too much so, I am afraid” (2:919). Hopkins is keenly 
alive, as well he might be, to “the danger and difficulty of making more than 
verbal alterations in works composed long ago and of a bygone mood not 
being to be recovered” (2:610-11). The valorization of freshness has a theo- 
logical as well as thematic place in Hopkins’s several poems on innocence and 
vitality, from the Edenic afterglow he finds in “Spring” to the “fresh thoughts” 
of the uncorrupted child in “Spring and Fall,” to “the dearest freshness deep 
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down things” in “God’s Grandeur.” Figuring inspiration as progenitive refuses 
the notion of poetry as mere “making” (poiesis). 

But does “crazy Blake” strive for a comparable mediation between writerly 
modes, or does he care only for that “strong / Spur,’ without being appropri- 
ately tempered by craft and time? A reader could be forgiven for doubting the 
deliberation of a poet whose verses run from the roughshod balladic ditties 
that populate his earlier collections, to the long-lined, metrically equivocal 
prophecies associated with his later writings. Europe a Prophecy was, Northrop 
Frye thought, Blake’s “greatest achievement,” written in “a kind of ‘free verse’ 
recitativo in which the septenarius is mixed with lyrical meters” (185). Here is 
the briefest sample from that poem, plucked almost at random:” 


The shrill winds wake! 

Till all the sons of Urizen look out and envy Los: 

Seize all the spirits of life and bind 

Their warbling joys to our loud strings 

Bind all the nourishing sweets of earth 

To give us bliss, that we may drink the sparkling wine of Los! 
And let us laugh at war, 

Despising toil and care, 


Because the days and nights of joy, in lucky hours renew. 


Confronted with lines that are so rhythmically various and open to differ- 
ent renderings, Frye’s “kind of” prosodical classification is, no doubt, as 
analytically precise as one can confidently get; and that will hardly reassure 
the reader who is keen to admire the surety of the poet’s art. Hopkins’s own 
account of Blake does not in any case attempt to parse his poems, but notes 
instead his sense of the poet himself as “hysterical,” and as “a most poetically 
electrical subject” whose very person offends “commonsense.” Blake appar- 
ently abets this verdict of irrationality, insofar as he styles himself a super- 
conductor for the supernatural, in which he contributes nothing to the poetry 
that flows through him. One of his long prophetic poems was written, he 
claimed, “from immediate Dictation,” “without Premeditation & even against 
my Will” He further suggested that it happened instantly (“the Time it has 
taken in writing was thus rendered Non Existent”) and that his “immense 
Poem .. . which seems to be the Labour of a long Life” was in fact “all pro- 
duced without Labour or Study” (E 728-29). No will, no study, no labor: crazy 


12. Complete Poetry and Prose, edited by Erdman, p. 62. Cited hereafter as E, with page 
numbers; where appropriate, plate and line numbers are also given. 
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indeed. Yet Blake balked at the accusation that he was merely raving. The 
“aspersion of Madness” was, Blake countered, “Cast on the Inspired” by “the 
tame high finishers of paltry Blots, / Indefinite, or paltry rhymes, or paltry 
harmonies” (plates 41.8-10; E 142). His defense is subtle but essential: while 
he, like Hopkins, thought inspiration to be the prerequisite for poetry proper, 
Blake wished (as Hopkins also wished) simultaneously to insist on disciplined 
expression: 


I have heard many People say Give me the Ideas. It is no matter what Words 
you put them into & others say Give me the Design it is no matter for the 
Execution. These People know <Enough of Artifice but> Nothing Of Art. 
Ideas cannot be Given but in their minutely Appropriate Words nor Can a 


Design be made without its minutely Appropriate Execution|[.] (E 576) 


Blake's rail against the demystification and naturalization of inspiration as a 
labor “earned and learned in time” must thus be read, as Sarah Haggarty has 
shown, alongside his countervailing conviction that it was “pernicious to sac- 
rifice the artist’s mental and mechanical activity to some abstract, exterior 
donor” (112). As a self-styled “prophet, Blake puts a heavy accent on original- 
ity: it is the “crooked roads” that are, he thought, the “roads of Genius” (plate 
9.66; E 38). But here he can again sound a lot like Hopkins, who confessed 
that the effect of studying masterpieces was to make him admire but wish to 
do otherwise—“So it must be on every original artist to some degree” (Col- 
lected 2:963). 

What’s radical in the self-conscious individualism of both poets is, by 
these rationalizations, also radically paradoxical, insofar as what made them 
so stylistically outlandish was the conviction that their apparent licenses actu- 
ally expressed laws that ran deeper than the conventional orthodoxies. It was, 
Blake claimed, the “determinate and bounding form” that distinguished great 
artists of all ages, who are likewise to be thought of as prophets, not for some 
speculative gift in fortune-telling (“Prophets in the modern sense of the word 
have never existed”; E 550, 617) but as oppositional voices in the Old Testa- 
ment tradition; that is, as visionaries of divine truth. 

For Hopkins as for Blake, then, the claim to divinely inspired vision was 
necessarily and intimately caught up with a claim to inspired execution. An 
investment in “form” and “law; as against license, is never merely aesthetic: it 
is theologically charged, as it is also double-edged. Clear bounding lines are 
the precondition for creativity (what Blake called the “hard and wirey line of 
rectitude”), but pre-existing forms and laws may also oppress the imagination, 
and only facilitate “lame imitators” (E 550). Both poets recur to the impera- 
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tive that laws are necessary, but that lawbreaking is too, when sanctioned by 
a higher insight, as (Blake was fond of saying) Christ consistently showed 
through his lifes example. That might look like they are investing in transgres- 
sion, but the opposite is in fact the case. Theologically and aesthetically, they 
are committed to a faithful engagement with the truth expressed through the 
quiddity of what Blake called “minute particulars” (Jerusalem alone contains 
eleven iterations of this phrase), and what Hopkins (following Duns Scotus) 
referred to as haeccitas, and which he otherwise sought to capture through his 
coinages of “inscape” and “instress.” 

Hopkins is self-aware enough to know that his investment in particular- 
ity was a major source of difficulty in his writing, and that his poetry conse- 
quently erred “on the side of oddness”: “Now it is the virtue of design, pattern, 
or inscape to be distinctive and it is the vice of distinctiveness to become 
queer. This vice I cannot have escaped” (Collected 1:334). Where Hopkins 
regretted the “strangeness” in his verse style that might prevent his “creating 
thought” from serving in “the campaign to win England back to the faith, or 
increase the fame of her literature?” Blake seemed happier to align himself 
with the figure of the “just man” who “rages in the wilds” (plate 2.19; E 33). 
Idiosyncrasy was his sanction. He urged not merely artistic dignity but divine 
legitimacy for his wildness, which recalled the unheeded biblical prophets, as 
“The Voice of one crying in the Wilderness” (E 1). Some readers and critics 
have also explained and excused Blake's opacity by aligning him with the mys- 
tics. But to follow this reasoning too far is misleading, given that Blake was 
himself at such pains to stress the concrete clarity of his vision, not only as he 
saw it but also as he articulated it: “A Spirit and a Vision are not, as the mod- 
ern philosophy supposes, a cloudy vapour or a nothing: they are organised 
and minutely articulated beyond all that the mortal and perishing nature can 
produce” (E 541). It might be added that Blake’s choice to write in poetry at 
all was fired by the example of Milton, who had shown its capacity as a mode 
of expression to affect the national character by altering its religious vision 
(Ryan 154). Blake’s commitment to poetry clearly extended beyond the mere 
expression of his vision, to an ambition to provoke that vision in his readers: 
to awaken a “cleansed” perception of the “infinite” (plate 14; E 39). 

Still, it remains a question of some nicety how Blake or Hopkins effected 
such a provocation in poetry. When it comes to evaluating their respective 
verse styles, it is no exaggeration to suggest that these two poets have incited 
more contrariety and confusion than any others in the whole of the nineteenth 


13. This is MacKenzie’s gloss on Hopkins’s confessional poem “To seem the stranger” (P 
445-47). 
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century. In their lifetimes, they were both consistently accused of falling into 
metrical error and heterodoxy, and the same charge marks their reception 
even up to the present day. This chapter does not presume to offer yet another 
attempt to explain the formal discipline (or lack thereof) in their writings, 
but aims instead to evince a convergence between these poets that was not 
adequately appreciated by Hopkins, and has not attracted much commentary 
from subsequent readers and critics, either. In particular, by thinking about 
inspired vision and inspired execution as mutual concomitants, it becomes 
possible to think further about the extent to which contemporary criticism of 
the Bible—which, for both Hopkins and Blake, offered the ultimate exemplify- 
ing case for divinely inspired poetry—provided a warrant as well as a model 
for their poetic ambitions. 

It has been many decades now since scholars showed how nineteenth- 
century studies of biblical Hebrew poetry were informed by divine notions 
of inspiration and enlisted “the full authority of the Holy Spirit for the new 
ideas of organic form” (Prickett 113). While such arguments have been well 
developed by scholars, there is still much to learn from about the influence 
of biblical scholarship in this period, as Cynthia Scheinberg, also in this part 
of the volume, valuably demonstrates, by elucidating contested intersections 
between Jewish identity, Romantic lyric theory, and biblical criticism in Chris- 
tian and Anglo-Jewish commentary on the Psalms. But the gap in scholarship 
is even more marked when it comes to poetics, where critics interested in 
verse craft continue to overlook, or at least underestimate, the extent to which 
poets were profoundly influenced by biblical verse, and contemporary theo- 
ries of biblical verse, and inevitably approach their metrics either according 
to prior literary precedents, or else through the abstractions of subsequent 
verse theories (such as generative prosody). Those literary-critical approaches 
that dominate modern scholarship may be necessary ways of evaluating the 
poets of the nineteenth century, but they are not in themselves sufficient: a 
truer account of the period’s poets, and of such poets as Blake and Hopkins in 
particular, who pursue their writings with such paradigm-breaking individu- 
alism, requires also an appreciation of the influence that biblical scholars such 
as Robert Lowth and Thomas Howes had on their poetic endeavors. It would 
be significant step to recognize that it was Blake (rather than Wordsworth, 
say, or Coleridge) who first, most fully, and most explicitly drew on Lowth 
and Howes when rationalizing his poetics, by developing and exercising the 
law or license granted by “organic form” as a kind of inspired style. * And the 


14. Engell, for instance, lays groundwork for this in his chapter on Lowth in The Commit- 
ted Word. 
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same applies to Hopkins, who, in the second half of the nineteenth century, 
looked to the principle of parallelism in poetry as articulated by Lowth, which 
he developed more deliberately and innovatively than the other virtuoso styl- 
ists of his era (such as Tennyson or Swinburne). 

What’s “shocking” in the poetries of both Blake and Hopkins, then, might 
be better understood when viewed not only within the English canon of lit- 
erature to which they responded, but also within the distinctive, rhetorical 
mode of the Old Testament. Historical poetics offers valuable methods and 
models for coming to terms with what poets find shocking in the verse they 
read and seek to write, by attending to the lexicon of their shock, insofar as 
it might insinuate its vitality by analogy with electrical science, or anything 
else for that matter. But additionally, and more potently, the ambition and 
poetical capacity to shock was, for Blake and Hopkins (among many other 
religious poets of the period), excited by a consciously biblical mode. That 
includes the prophetic verse of the Old Testament, but it extends also to the 
Jesus’s own pedagogical praxis in the New Testament, which was itself—as 
Williams reminds us (149)—deliberately designed to rattle settled assump- 
tions, by “carefully calculated shocks,’ through such parables as The Unjust 
Steward or the Unjust Judge. 

When it comes to accounting for their religious convictions and ambi- 
tions, Blake and Hopkins continue to provide work for scholars to do (a task 
to which Peter Otto, in this volume, impressively contributes),” as these poets 
also present the starkest challenge to critics who take an interest in poetic 
form. Among verse theorists, no other poets from the nineteenth century— 
one is tempted to say no other poets in any century—have generated so much 
head-scratching, because their prosodical repertoires not only resist taxonomy 
by poetic precedent, they fret at the very limits of metricality itself. And yet 
the biggest lingering challenge facing metrists is not one that can in the end be 
met by counting syllables, weighing stresses, and adjudicating on verse junc- 
tures. To make fullest sense of their respective verse practices and religious 
visions requires not merely an account of their poetics and metaphysics, but a 
corollary understanding of how these modes might shape each other in their 
minutest particulars, and in ways that are radically commensurate. 


15. In the next chapter, Peter Otto proposes a different theo-poetics for Blake than is 
offered here, teasing between accounts of his apparent heresy and orthodoxy; in Hopkins stud- 
ies, see Martin Dubois’s brilliant revisionary account. 
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CHAPTER 15 


QY 


William Blake, the Secularization 
of Religious Categories, and the 
History of Imagination 


PETER OTTO 


ALTHOUGH NEGLECTED for much of the nineteenth and early twentieth cen- 
turies, Blake is now commonly regarded as one of the six canonical Roman- 
tic poets, a key figure in the history of art, a perceptive observer of his own 
times, and an important literary and artistic influence on the modern and 
contemporary. Perhaps still more remarkably, given that his major works were 
once upon a time dismissed as crazy, Blake is now more commonly placed in 
debate with or seen as anticipating the work of philosophical luminaries such 
as Isaac Newton (Ault), G. W. F. Hegel (Punter), Soren Kierkegaard (Clark; 
Rovira), Friedrich Nietzsche (Birenbaum), Sigmund Freud (George), and, 
most recently, Gilles Deleuze (Colebrook). In this context, the most recent 
shift in the intellectual landscape of Blake studies is significant because it 
allows us to see Blake's work, and its legacy in the present, with new eyes. 
More particularly, it pushes us to think again about the relation between 
terms, crucial to Blake studies and modern cultures, that we normally keep 
insulated from or at war with each other: religion, the secular, heresy, and the 
imagination. 

The recent “shift” to which I am referring began in 1999, when Keri Davies 
announced that Blake’s mother’s maiden name was Wright and that her first 
marriage, on 14 December 1746, was to Thomas Armitage, not Thomas Har- 
mitage or Hermitage as had been previously suggested (“William Blake's 
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Mother”).’ This set the scene for Marsha Keith Schuchard’s discovery, two 
years later, that the pair had been closely involved with the Moravian Society 
in London's Fetter Lane, which had been formed in 1738—so closely involved 
that in 1750 they were admitted to the Congregation of the Lamb, the Society’s 
inner circle (Davies and Schuchard 39-41; Schuchard, Why Mrs. Blake Cried 
13). Just as remarkably, it is possible that Blake’s paternal grandparents, and 
the parents of his “later business partner, James Parker,’ were in 1743 members 
of the Fetter Lane Society, when the Congregation of the Lamb was formed 
from the Society’s members (Davies and Schuchard 38). All this changed, in 
important ways, the picture that until then had been drawn of Blake’s life, 
family, friends, and work. 

The Moravian Church or Unitas Fratrum (“Unity of the Brethren”) are a 
Protestant sect that traces its lineage to the fifteenth-century Hussite move- 
ment in Bohemia and Moravia (Fogleman 4-5), more than sixty years before 
the Reformation was begun in 1517 by Martin Luther (1483-1546). During the 
Counter-Reformation (1545-1648), the “Brethren” were persecuted, forced 
into hiding, and dispersed across Northern Europe. This might have been the 
end of their story, but in 1727 a group of Moravian refugees, who had gath- 
ered at Herrnhut in Upper Lusatia, experienced a powerful collective sense 
of “rebirth” and “renewal.” Energized by this experience and led by Count 
Nicolaus Ludwig von Zinzendorf (1700-1760), they developed an innovative 
spirituality and radical religion of the heart, which valued faith, community, 
emotion and, particularly during the “Sifting Time” (1743-53), sexuality and 
the body as well.’ 

The discovery that Blake’s mother had been involved with this move- 
ment dispatched the widely held view, almost a truism in Blake studies, that 
Blake’s parents were Nonconformists or Radical Dissenters—Baptists, per- 
haps (Bentley, Blake Records 7-8), or, according to E. P. Thompson, Muggle- 
tonians (120-21)—whose beliefs set them apart from the Church of England. 
In 1743 the Congregation of the Lamb represented itself “as a Society within 
the Church of England in union with the Moravian Brethren” (Reichel 300). 
Seven years later, the Moravians were recognized, in the preamble to an Act 
of Parliament, as “an antient Protestant Episcopal Church” (Great Britain 636; 
see Podmore 229-66), which made them “a sister church to the Church of 
England” (Ankarsj6 38). Just as importantly, the Moravians were evangelical 


1. Margoliouth (380-81) notes that “Harmitage is probably a phonetic spelling of Her- 
mitage . . . Much less probable,’ he continues, is that “the name is a mistake for Armitage.” 
Thompson (120-21) decides firmly on Hermitage. 

2. For a history of the Moravian Church, see Crews; and for accounts of their history in 
Britain, see Podmore and Stead. 
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and ecumenical rather than proselytizing, and therefore “encouraged those 
who joined [them] not to sever their tie with whatever denomination they had 
been born into” (Davies and Schuchard 38). All this doesn’t necessarily mean, 
of course, that Blake himself was less radical than has often been assumed. 

In the story of a persons life, mothers are always important. But in Blake's 
case, Davies’s and Schuchard’s discoveries had an added cachet because so 
little is known about his early years. As they remark, “Bentley’s Blake Records 
spreads the known information about Blake's life over 418 pages. But the years 
1757 to 1800, half of his life, occupy just the first 61 pages” (37).’ The name of 
his mother, Catherine Wright-Armitage-Blake, brought in its wake the discov- 
ery of the names of his maternal grandparents (Gervase and Mary) and their 
children, (Richard, Katharin, Robert, John, Elizabeth, a second Elizabeth, 
Catherine, and Benjamin—two of whom died young), and also the name of 
the place where his mother had been brought up, “the little Nottinghamshire 
village of Walkeringham, some twenty-four miles from Cudworth, Yorkshire, 
where her first husband, Thomas Armitage, was born in 1722” (Davies and 
Schuchard 41). Further, it introduced the tantalizing prospect that Catherine’s 
Moravian faith held the key to Blake’s early and perhaps also his late religious 
beliefs; and this swept Daviess and Schuchard’s discoveries into the midst of 
a still-unresolved debate, one arguably at the center of current scholarship on 
Blake. 

In The Theology of William Blake (1948), J. G. Davies begins by noting 
that “Blake, perhaps more than any other writer, was essentially a religious 
poet.” Many would agree. But even if one belongs to that camp, what kind of 
religion or even spirituality (an equally slippery term) are we talking about? 
In Davies’s account, Blake's “critics are of little help in this respect, for few of 
them agree among themselves, and a collation of their estimate of his beliefs 
is bewildering in the extreme” (1): “in the opinion of some, he was a Gnostic; 
others return a verdict of pantheism. A more cautious group dismisses him as 
‘unorthodox’ While .. . some critics affirm that he was after all a Christian, 
whose Christianity was ‘orthodox in its main outlines” (2). 

In the years since then, the range of possibilities has increased rather than 
diminished. Blake appears variously as “more ‘orthodox’ than the orthodox” 
(Jesse 122; see also Ryan 43-79), Methodist (Farrell; Jesse), Behmenist (Aubre), 
mystic (Damrosch 47-51), Neoplatonist (Harper; Raine), Christian Kabbalist 
(Spector), “enthusiast of enthusiasts” (Beer 95; see also Bentley, The Stranger, 
7-11), Gnostic (Nuttall; Sorenson), antinomian (Mee; Thompson); a Christian 


3. Davies and Schuchard are referring to the first edition of Blake Records (1969). In the 
second edition (2001), the first half of Blake’s life occupies 85 of 560 pages. Parenthetical refer- 
ences to the Blake Records refer to the second edition, cited hereafter as BR. 
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influenced by “Swedenborgian, Kabbalistic, Tantric, Hermetic and Moravian” 
thought (Schuchard, Why Mrs. Blake Cried 336); Christian atheist (Altizer), 
post-Christian (Potkay 172), no Christian at all (Bloom 411), and more than a 
little mad (Youngquist). 

This wealth of interpretations might seem only to reflect a literary-critical 
establishment intent on multiplying differences. And yet even those who knew 
Blake well couldn't agree whether he was orthodox (Frederick Tatham [BR 
685]); enthusiast (William Hayley [BR 94]), or saint and heretic (John Lin- 
nell [BR 430]). John Thomas Smith admits that, during the last forty years of 
his life, Blake didn’t “attend any place of Divine worship”; but he then quickly 
adds that Blake was not “in any degree irreligious” (BR 606-7). After speak- 
ing with Blake, Henry Crabb Robinson found it “hard to fix Blake's station 
between Christianity Platonism & Spinozism.” On another occasion, he is 
uncertain whether to call Blake “Artist or Genius—or Mystic—or Madman” 
(BR 420); and, on a third, he is surprised to hear “the doctrine of the Gnostics 
repeated with sufficient consistency to silence one so unlearned as myself” 
(BR 422, 701). Others, like Robert Southey, who met Blake in 1811, saw things 
more straightforwardly: he was a “madman” (BR 530-31). 

For those of us adrift on this ocean of possibilities, Davies’s and Schucha- 
rd’s discoveries looked, at first glance, like dry land.* As the former announced, 
Blake could now “be linked (if tangentially) to at least two . . . definable reli- 
gious movements” (“Lost Moravian History” 1317). In other words, Blake’s 
brief involvement with the Swedenborgian New Church, when he was in his 
early thirties, could be coupled with a childhood influenced, at least in part, by 
Moravian culture and sensibility. Rather than bare rocks, the words “Sweden- 
borgian” and “Moravian” now named an island, in relation to which Blake’s 
early life could be placed. 

For the purposes of this argument, the main features of this island can 
be brought into view through the following observations. First, although he 
left the Fetter Lane Society in 1740, the founder of Methodism, John Wes- 
ley (1703-91), along with Charles Wesley (1707-88) and George Whitefield 
(1740-70), was among its earliest members. This suggested that the genealogy 
of Blake’s religious thought could therefore be traced back to a Society that has 
been called “the main seed-bed from which the English Evangelical Revival 
would spring” (Podmore 39). 

Next, Catherine and Thomas Armitage joined the Congregation of the 
Lamb during the Sifting Time, when Moravian valorization of emotion over 


4. Davies and Schuchard write that “for Blake scholars, the discovery of the Armitage and 
Blake documents in the Moravian Archives at Muswell Hill opens up a new frontier in Blake 
studies” (42). 
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reason, and of faith over works, “combined with the belief that the union with 
Christ could be experienced during sexual intercourse,’ led to the “antinomi- 
anism” most provocatively expressed in the belief that this union “could be 
experienced not only during marital intercourse but during extramarital sex 
as well” (Peucker 2). Remarkably, Blake's own mother could now be construed 
as a possible source for his character Oothoon’s celebration of free love in 
Visions of the Daughters of Albion (1793). 

And third, in 1744-45 and 1748-49 the visionary Emanuel Swedenborg 
(1688-1772) was a regular visitor to Fetter Lane (Schuchard, Why Mrs Blake 
Cried 60, and Emanuel Swedenborg 440-44). Owing to the interest in Kab- 
balism and visionary sex that he shared with Zinzendorf and his son, Chris- 
tian Renatus (1727-52), elements of Blakes work that previously had seemed 
discordant (Swedenborgianism, Moravianism, Kabbalah, “free love? “vision- 
ary sex”) could now be seen as part of an ongoing conversation in a histori- 
cal cultural environment. As Schuchard writes, “by recovering the previously 
lost Swedenborgian-Moravian-Jewish- Yogic history, we can shed new light on 
William Blake’s development into a visionary artist, antinomian theosopher, 
and difficult husband” (Why Mrs Blake Cried 60). 

These prehistories of Blake’s thought are richly suggestive; and yet, by 
touching on matters of his mother’s religion during her first marriage, which 
predate not just William's birth but the marriage of his parents, they raise the 
question of just how tangentially, to use Davies’s word, was Blake linked to 
Moravianism and Swedenborgianism? 

Blake was probably introduced to Swedenborgian thought in the mid- 
1780s and, towards the end of the decade, he and his wife Catherine attended 
the First General Conference of the New Church, where they signed the let- 
ter setting out why a New Church had to be established (Rix 48). And yet 
in The Marriage of Heaven and Hell, which Blake first printed the following 
year, Swedenborg is dismissed as “the Angel” who, after Christ’s resurrection, 
was left “sitting at the tomb,’ and “his writings” are disparaged as “the linen 
clothes folded up” (plate 3, E 34).’ But rather than simply leaving Swedenborg 
behind, Blake takes from him key elements of his language, iconography, and 
psychology which he then deploys to new ends. Rejection here goes hand in 
hand with re-visioning. 

If emotion were an indicator of lasting commitment, we could be con- 
fident that Moravian preoccupations played a key role in Blake’s childhood. 
“I am a pore crature full of wants,’ Catherine Armitage writes in the letter 


5. All quotations of Blake’s poetry and prose are taken from The Complete Poetry and 
Prose, ed. Erdman. Parenthetical references to this volume give plate, line (when relevant), and 
(preceded by E) page number. 
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requesting that she be admitted to the inner circle of the community at Fetter 
Lane, “but . . . thanks be to him last friday at the love feast Our Savour was 
pleased to make me Suck his wounds and hug the Cross more then Ever and 
I trust will more and more till my fraile nature can hould no more” (Davies 
and Schuchard 40). Despite the depth of feeling evident here, Catherine left 
the Fetter Lane congregation after the death in 1751 of her first husband, not 
much more than twelve months after she was admitted to its inner circle, and 
there is little evidence to suggest that in later years she, or her second hus- 
band, James Blake, whom she married in 1752, were closely involved with the 
Moravians. And although Moravian thought and iconography undoubtedly 
left their mark on Blake’s work, the most unequivocal of these marks, found 
on page 46 of The Four Zoas, offers a scathing critique of Moravian sexual- 
religious ideology (Otto, Blake’ Critique of Transcendence 147-49). 

Catherine Armitage’s admission to the Moravian “Congregation of the 
Lamb” informs Ankarsjé’s confidence that we can now speak of Blake—the 
child as well as the adult—as a Moravian (Ankarsj6 8); her exit from the same 
community seems to underwrite Rix’s confidence that, whatever we decide 
about his childhood, if we begin with his writing “there is no substantial evi- 
dence to connect him directly with specific Moravian ideas” (Rix 22); and 
an earlier phase of the Fetter Lane Society seems to underwrite Farrell’s and 
Jesse’s confidence that Methodism is the context in which Blakes work can 
most accurately be placed. The truth probably lies somewhere beyond these 
three points. As Keri Davies argues, I think correctly, “Moravianism and Swe- 
denborgianism [and we can add Methodism as well] . . . marked Blake” and 
“left their recoverable traces on his work’—but he adds that whether Blake 
“reacted against his religious background [or fell] in with it” is an open ques- 
tion (“Lost Moravian History” 1315). This last remark brings us full circle, to 
a Blake that is and is not a Moravian, is and is not a Swedenborgian, is and is 
not a Methodist, and, for that matter, is and is not a Christian. But perhaps 
this string of equivocations (and the either/or logic that governs their relation 
to each other) indicates that we are asking the wrong question. 

The studies we have been discussing attempt to recover the immediate 
contexts within which Blake was working and, when they turn to Blake’s work, 
to coordinate Moravian/Swedenborgian/Methodist and Blakean motifs so that 
the former can act as a key to the latter. They are not primarily interested in 
the poets rereading of these contexts. This is ironic given that Blake's rela- 
tion to systems of belief, of whatever kind, is more strongly informed by an 
impulse to rearticulate by moving away from (rather than to reform so that 
he can then draw near to) their central tenets. This chapter therefore reverses 
their emphases, first by focusing on Blake's rereading of his sources. Second, 
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by focusing on a topic arguably at the core of Blake’s work, the Incarnation, it 
discusses Blake's relation to Swedenborgianism and Zinzendorf’s Moravian- 
ism in a wider context and, in so doing, it begins to explain his simultane- 
ous attraction to and disgust at the Christian religion, in its Moravian and 
Swedenborgian, as well as its more conventional, forms. Through revising 
these religious systems, Blake articulates his understanding of imagination in 
a way that troubles fixed oppositions between the secular, the religious, and 
the heretical. As I propose in the following pages, he does this by suggesting, 
rather provocatively, that the ability of imagination to veer from the given, 
and the association of this capacity with the deepest (most divine) impulses 
of life, associates the heretical, perhaps even the secular at certain moments 
of history, with the active spiritual life that (in Blake’s view) religion struggles 
to find. (Scheinberg, Hurley, and LaPorte, all in this part of the volume, also 
challenge tidy divisions between the “secular” and the “religious” in evalua- 
tions of nineteenth-century poetry and poetics, though Hurley and I diverge 
productively in our accounts of Blake’s theo-poetics.) 

My argument moves through three phases, which I call revolution, cri- 
tique, and heresy. The first focuses on the last plate of Blakes There Is No 
Natural Religion, the earliest of Blake’s illuminated books, which was etched 
in 1788; the second discusses the eleventh of Blake’s watercolor illustrations 
to Job, which were drawn in 1805, when Blake, after putting The Four Zoas 
(1797-1804) to one side, had begun work on Milton a Poem (1804-11); and the 
third turns to the concluding plate of The Gates of Paradise (1793), which was 
added to this book of emblems in 1820. 


REVOLUTION 


‘There Is No Natural Religion comprises two sequences of emblematic designs 
and aphoristic propositions (“series a” and “series b”), each of which devel- 
ops an argument that contradicts the other. The first begins with the claim, 
echoing the thought of John Locke, that “Man cannot naturally Perceive. but 
through his natural or bodily organs,’ which puts us on the path to the conclu- 
sion that “The desires & perceptions of man untaught by any thing but organs 
of sense, must be limited to objects of sense” (E 2). The second, dismissing 
the premise that introduces the first and the conclusion drawn from it, begins 
with the assertion that “Mans perceptions are not bounded by organs of per- 
ception’; and this sets in motion a train of thought that leads to the conclu- 
sion, which is also a discovery, that “If it were not for the Poetic or Prophetic 
character. the Philosophic & Experimental would soon be at the ratio of all 
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things & stand still, unable to do other than repeat the same dull round over 
again” (E 3). “Poetic” here means “creative, formative, productive” (OED), 
while “Prophetic” can be glossed as critique, judgment, and prediction.” Their 
collocation suggests the modern discovery that the “lack of reality’ of reality,” 
engineered by the prophetic, is indivisible from the “invention of other reali- 
ties” (Lyotard 77), the work of the poetic. 

This entangling of religious, Enlightenment, and Romantic impulses 
becomes still more surprising when we turn to the “Application,” which invites 
readers/viewers to draw a parallel between, on the one hand, the finite and the 
infinite (the human and the divine) and, on the other hand, the closed and 
the open (the respective subjects of series a and b): “He who sees the Infinite 
in all things sees God” (E 3) This parallel is then supplemented by a sec- 
ond, discussed below, which invites readers/viewers to draw a correspondence 
between the Poetic/Prophetic character and the Incarnation: the former, now 
identified with the latter, introduces the infinite into the finite, the open into 
what had been simply closed, producing an “In- / -finite world” (E 3) in which, 
as Blake writes two years later in The Marriage of Heaven and Hell, “God only 
Acts & Is, in existing beings or Men” (plate 16, E 40). 

Blake elaborates this second parallel, between the Poetic/Prophetic char- 
acter and the Incarnation, on plate b12 (fig. 15.1), the concluding plate of There 
Is No Natural Religion. This plate is divided into three locales: the upper two- 
thirds of the design, which is filled with text that seems to be floating in an 
empty sky; the space immediately beneath the text, where a naked man, with 
rays of light radiating from his head, is lying on a bed of light; and the “dark- 
ness visible” (Milton, Paradise Lost 1:63) beneath him, which seems to be ris- 
ing up from the bottom of the page in order to hold him aloft (an effect that 
is heightened in copies b and c). 

These disparate locales are fairly obvious evocations of Heaven, Earth, and 
Hell, with the second midway between the light of the first and the darkness 
of the third. But it is possible to be more precise than that. Rather than con- 
ventional Christian cosmologies, where each of these realms is placed at a 
vast distance from the others, the arrangement on this plate recalls the Swe- 
denborgian universe, where Hell’s “infernal mansions” lie immediately below 
“every mountain, hill, rock, plain, and valley” of Heaven, and Earth lies in the 
cramped zone (on the line) between these realms, where it is marked by both 
(Swedenborg, Heaven and Hell par. 588). 


6. In the margins of his copy of Watson’s An Apology for the Bible (1797), Blake writes that 
“Every honest man is a Prophet he utters his opinion both of private & public matters / Thus / 
If you go on So / the result is So / He never says such a thing shall happen let you do what you 
will” (E 617). 
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FIGURE 15.1. William Blake, There Is No Natural Religion, 
plate b12 (6.1 x 4.6 cm), copy B, composed 1788, printed ca. 
1794, Yale Center for British Art, Paul Mellon Collection. 
In the public domain and provided through the Center’s 
online collection catalog according to its open access policy. 


The rays of light shining from the head of the man who occupies the 
intermediate locale identify him as Jesus, the incarnated word, and this in 
turn identifies this cosmic scene as the moment of Incarnation. As the text 
announces in summary fashion: 


Therefore 
God becomes as 
we are, that we 
may be as he 

is 
(plate b12; E 3) 
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In The Doctrine of the New Jerusalem, Swedenborg writes that, during 
the Incarnation, “the Lord assumed in the World a Humanity conceived of 
Jehovah, . . . which humanity was born of the Virgin Mary.’ He therefore 
had “both a Divinity and Humanity: a Divinity from his Godhead that was 
from Eternity, and a Humanity from the Virgin Mary born in Time” (par. 59). 
This inserts the divine into the temporal but nevertheless leaves the border 
between these realms intact. Swedenborg adds to the passage quoted above, 
apparently to ensure that the distinction between Divinity and Humanity is 
maintained, that “Jesus put off the latter Humanity [in the crucifixion], and 
put on or assumed a Divine Humanity, which is what is meant in the Word by 
the Son of God” (par. 59). 

In Moravian theology, Incarnation is a still more dramatic event because, 
rather than “a Divinity [emanating] from his Godhead, Jesus is also the 
Father, “the Creator of the universe.” As proof of this claim, Zinzendorf cites 
“the first chapter of the Gospel of John,” which, he argues, “clearly paints Jesus 
as the preexistent logos who is the creative force in the universe” (Atwood 
80-81). This enables him to emphasize, in much more material terms than 
Swedenborg, the humanity of Christ, which in turn underwrites his rejection 
of “the long Christian tradition of contempt for the body, particularly the 
sexual organs” (Atwood 88). 

Notwithstanding these differences, both agree that the Incarnation invites 
us to follow Christ by casting off our earthly humanity in order to assume 
a divine humanity—not by canceling our bodily desires but by sublimating 
them. For Swedenborg, the process is initiated by the mind, which, by open- 
ing itself to influx from Heaven (troped as a sexual/electrical fluid), shapes 
life into forms congruent with the divine.’ For Zinzendorf, a similar meta- 
morphosis is effected by the emotions: by focusing attention on the death and 
suffering rather than the birth or resurrection of Jesus, we are re-formed by 
His “spilled blood? which is “the conduit of the Holy Spirit and the means 
of re-creating the entire world . . . [and restoring] all things to their original 
purity” (Atwood 101).” 

Blake’s design echoes both of these accounts of Incarnation, but it does 
so in order to veer from them. First, Jesus is identified here with the poetic/ 
prophetic character. This draws Blake apart from Swedenborg, for whom God 
the Father is the only legitimate making or shaping power, and seems at first 
to bring him close to Zinzendorf, for whom, as I have mentioned, Jesus is the 
Creator (the Son and the Father are one)—but Zinzendorf, of course, doesn't 


7. I describe this process in “Organizing the Passions.” 
8. According to Zinzendorf, Christs “blood of reconciliation is the proprium quarti modi 
[essential principle] of the entire holy creature, of the entire blessed universe” (qtd. in Atwood 101). 
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identify Jesus the Creator with the poetic/prophetic, which rests on human 
faculties found in everyone. His reticence is understandable, given that this 
step implies another, which is summarized by Blake's claim that Christ “is the 
only God... And so am I and so are you” (BR 421). 

Second, and following from this secularization of the divine, Blake’s design 
implies that during the Incarnation Heaven is emptied of much of its power. 
The vertical line formed by the words “becomes, “are,” “be? and “is” qui- 
etly enacts, as we read, what the text describes, namely the descent of the 
divine—now troped as the poetic/prophetic, which is presented in this book 
as isomorphic with life itself. This recalls Zinzendorf’s conviction, reminiscent 
of the Patripassism heresy, that God suffered on the cross and, more radi- 
cally, that “God himself is dead, He has died on the cross” (Zinzendorf, qtd. 
in Atwood 80). But, of course, rather than the crucifixion, Blake’s design is 
focused on the birth/resurrection of Jesus. And rather than looking up to 
Heaven or down to Hell, Jesus/God therefore looks out to the reader, from 
within time, as if urging us to take part in the revolution he has begun, which 
will shift power from those on high to the humanity beneath them. 

Next, once the transcendent Heaven has been emptied of its power, the 
endless struggle between Heaven and Hell can take a different form. Indeed, 
one of the striking features of this design is that the human divine emerges at 
the boundary between, and therefore we can say in the interactions between, 
up and down, sky and Earth, Heaven and Hell—and men and women as well, 
if one notices that the reclining figure has large breasts and long hair. This 
last point echoes Moravian representations of Jesus as androgynous (Fogle- 
man 5), but here the birth of this figure is coincident with his resurrection, 
and both occur in time. More broadly, to adopt terms used by Blake in The 
Marriage of Heaven and Hell, Heaven and Hell are contraries, which are both 
necessary for human life, rather than opposites determined to put each other 
out of business. Blake, it can be argued, is here already beginning to reimagine 
Swedenborg’s cosmology as a psychology and sociology. 

And finally, the New Jerusalem is transferred from the end of time to the 
present, where the poetic/prophetic opens a new world that will sweep away 
the old. The former, although still seen against the backdrop of the latter, 
can be glimpsed in the rising sun/son, the bed of light on which the divine 
humanity is lying, and the human landscape that appears to be taking shape— 
which is arguably the result of the friction between a Heaven, an Earth, and 
a Hell no longer bound to a higher authority or to prescribed relations with 
each other. 

There Is No Natural Religion, we can say in partial summary of this phase 
of my argument, concludes in this design with revolution—an attempt to turn 
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FIGURE 15.2. William Blake, “Job’s Evil Dreams” (23.4 x 28 cm), Number eleven of the 
twenty-one original drawings executed for Thomas Butts, ca. 1805-10, illustrating the 
Book of Job. Used with permission from the Pierpont Morgan Library, New York. 


the wheel of time full circle—and in so doing to bring us back to the primi- 
tive essence of religion in the poetic/prophetic, which is Jesus in each person. 
This remnant of the transcendent in the temporal guarantees that the force 
exerted by “things as they are” is not insurmountable—it is for Blake, one 
might say, the subject of liberation. But this means that for the status quo, 
Jesus is Satan—a figure who breaks all of the commandments because he acts 
“from impulse: not from rules” (23-24; E 43). 

And yet, beginning with The Book of Thel, published only one year after 
There Is No Natural Religion, Blake becomes more pessimistic about the forces 
that bind us to the world in which we are born. In this phase of his career, the 
imagination is personified as Los (loss)—an inverted Sol or dark sun—who is 
in league with gods, priests, and kings. Blake therefore returns with renewed 
intensity to religion, and to Swedenborg and Zinzendorf, in order to map its 
dynamics. In broad terms, revolutionary return and the glad tidings it brings 
is followed (rather than preceded) in Blake’s oeuvre by the grim news offered 
by critique. The intensity of this critical return to religion and the complex- 
ity of its products can be glimpsed if we turn briefly to the eleventh of Blake’s 
watercolor illustrations to the Book of Job, “Job’s Evil Dreams,’ which stands 
at the center of the series (fig. 15.2). 


THE SECULARIZATION OF RELIGIOUS CATEGORIES 293 


CRITIQUE 


In the biblical story, Job is introduced as a “perfect and upright” man, who 
“feared God, and eschewed evil” (1:1)—but virtue is here the catalyst for disas- 
ter rather than the foundation for reward. Amazed by Job’s obedience, God 
draws him to Satan’s attention, who is much less impressed. If you withdraw 
your largesse, he argues, then Job will “curse thee to thy face” (1:11); and he 
asks for permission to put God’s upright man to the test. When this is granted, 
in rapid succession Job loses his possessions, his servants, sons, and daughters, 
and his health—but nevertheless remains steadfast in his virtue. 

This ought to be the end of the test. And indeed, in the last chapter of the 
book, what Job has lost is returned with interest. But this occurs only when 
he accepts that God’s reasons are beyond his comprehension, judges himself 
(rather than the order of the universe) to be abhorrent, and “repent[s] in dust 
and ashes” (42:6). It is hardly surprising, therefore, that the Book of Job is 
sometimes read as a work of ideology, which attempts to justify what can't be 
justified, namely the suffering of the innocent (Larrimore 4).’ 

While closely following the course of this narrative, Blake’s illustrations 
recontextualize it, most overtly at the beginning, end, and center of the 
sequence (“Job and His Family,’ “Job and His Family Restored to Prosperity,” 
and “Job’s Evil Dreams” [fig. 15.2]). In the first, Job and his wife are seated, 
with open books on their laps, in the midst of their family, on the edge of a 
vast world that extends from the line of sheep in front of them to the spires 
and tents, hills and mountains, and rising moon and setting sun behind them. 
As the words inscribed on the sun confirm, they are praying to “Our Father 
which art in Heavn’—a realm conjured by the musical instruments hidden 
in the branches immediately above Job and his wife (the silent music of the 
spheres). 

In the last illustration, this scene is reversed: the world created by God the 
Father is now eclipsed by Job, his wife, and their family, who have replaced 
their books with scrolls, taken the musical instruments down from the tree, 
and stood up to play them. It is now the moon that is setting, the sun that 
is rising, and the day that is beginning to dawn. In this emergent world, as 
the words inscribed on the sun underline, prayer to a transcendent God has 
become praise for a God who, as the now heavenly-earthly music suggests, 
“only Acts & Is, in existing beings or Men” (plate 16; E 40). 

Midway between these opposites, “Job’s Evil Dreams” (fig. 15.2) maps the 
dynamics of the world in which the story of Job unfolds, where the active 


9. The Book of Job is more complex and its interpretations much more varied than my 
summary of its plot allows. With regard to these matters, Larrimore, Lamb, and Sanders are 
helpful guides. 
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forces of life have been put to sleep and, consequently, are at the mercy of an 
inhuman world. It is at the same both a terrifying warning, designed to draw 
Job back to the beginning of the narrative, and a riddle, which if solved will 
take him forward, to the book’s conclusion. In this second guise, the design 
develops a profound critique of Moravian and Swedenborgian, as well as more 
orthodox, attempts to turn the senses from temporal to eternal things. 

In “Job’s Evil Dreams,’ as in There Is No Natural Religion, Heaven, Earth, 
and Hell occupy respectively the upper, middle, and lower third of the design, 
with the second drawing the line that divides upper from lower regions. The 
first of these realms proceeds from God, who is represented, first, by the stone 
tablets of the Law that hang in the air just below the center of the upper- 
boundary of the design; next, by the bolts of lightning that pierce the sky; 
third, by the Heavenly Man, who in Swedenborgian iconography is a figure 
for both God and Heaven; and, fourth, by the spiritual sun, represented by 
the head of the Heavenly Man, which, as Swedenborg claims it ought, hangs 
permanently in the east, at an angle of forty-five degrees to the horizon (True 
Christian Religion, par. 29). 

The downward pressure of this immense spiritual realm is matched by 
the upward force exerted by Hell, whose demons reach up from a sea of fire 
to grasp Job’s legs and loins. And together these antagonistic locales define 
Earth—the narrow space within which Job (who functions also as a synecdo- 
che for Earth) has been confined. In contrast to the concluding plate of There 
Is No Natural Religion, where life emerges in the open-ended interactions 
between Heaven, Earth, and Hell (which, for Blake, signify reason, imagina- 
tion, and energy), the Earth here becomes the locale where humanity must 
choose between God and Satan, Heaven and Hell—a choice eloquently pre- 
sented by the Heavenly Man’s outstretched arms and pointing fingers. 

The body of the serpent coiling around the body of the Heavenly Man 
makes the situation in which Job finds himself much more complicated than 
I have suggested. The former emerges three times from behind the latter, each 
time increasing in size—first from behind the sole and over the heel of his 
left foot, a portion of the body associated by Swedenborg with “the grossest 
of natural things” (The Spiritual Diary, par. 3453), which is here marked by a 
cloven hoof; then from between his legs, where it doubles as a giant phallus; 
and then, finally, to the right of the Heavenly Man’s head, where the serpent 
waits ready to strike. 

Heaven is here driven by sublimated sexual energy, which it turns against 
the body from which it has been drawn. And, with the serpent and cloven 
hoof now in mind, when one looks again at the devils they seem to be trying 


THE SECULARIZATION OF RELIGIOUS CATEGORIES 295 


Jo Accus mee 
Jo bh Teen T 
Lhe God « F Llus or 
ait s 


lo 


TZ 
Pond 


FIGURE 15.3. William Blake, For the Sexes: The 
Gates of Paradise, plate 19 (9.5 x 6.3 cm), copy 
D, ca. 1825 (PML 63936). Used with permission 
from the Pierpont Morgan Library, New York. 


to protect Job’s body from the monstrous being above him. Reading from the 
left to the right: the first and second are protecting his feet and loins respec- 
tively, while the third is getting ready to throw a chain around the head of the 
serpent. 

But Job seems unaware of these details and, moreover, whether he turns 
to Heaven or Hell, his decision will intensify the wars of religion that are tear- 
ing him apart. Just as significantly, at this point in the narrative, the drama in 
which he is involved is so compelling that he seems unable to take the only 
other course open to him, namely to wake up. This third possibility becomes 
still more obvious to the viewer, although just as hidden from the dreamer, in 
the concluding plate of The Gates of Paradise. 
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HERESY 


For Children: The Gates of Paradise (1793) offers a profoundly pessimistic view 
of the stages of life, as a sequence of births/resurrections from confined to 
larger worlds, in which we are imprisoned all over again. In the course of 
this book, the hopes of revolutionary second birth are eclipsed by catastrophe 
(plates 6-10); the glad tidings of religious “second birth” take us to the grave 
(11-16); and this end brings us back to the beginning of the story, where veg- 
etative life is drawn once more from the grave (1-5). The title of this book is 
therefore cruelly ironic: in each of life’s stages, the Gates of Paradise remain 
locked. What we had thought were Gates transport us only to the misery 
evoked by the last line, an echo of Job 17:14, through which we can hear Job’s 
voice: 


(plate 11) My days are past, my purposes are broken off, even the thoughts of 
my heart . . . (14) I have said to corruption, Thou art my father: to the worm, 
Thou are my mother, and my sister. (15) And where is now my hope? as for 


my hope, who shall see it? (plates 11, 14-15; E 32-33) 


This seems conclusive. And yet, in 1820, when Blake reissued The Gates of 
Paradise, he addressed it to the Sexes rather than Children and added a pro- 
logue, two plates of verse, entitled “The Keys of the Gates,” and an epilogue 
addressed “To The Accuser who is The God of This World” (fig. 15.3). But 
rather than using these keys to pass through the Gates, for the purposes of 
this chapter we can confine our attention to the plate that brings the volume 
to a close. 

Like plate b12 from There Is No Natural Religion, plate 19 of For the Sexes: 
‘The Gates of Paradise is divided between text in the upper half of the plate and 
an image in the lower half. At the bottom of both designs a man lies naked on 
his back, although in the later design this is not a moment of Incarnation or 
emergence. Rather than appearing at the point of intersection between up and 
down, sky and earth, Heaven and Hell, and so on, the man here lies within a 
world that predates him, on a slab of rock, in an empty landscape. 

As the staff beside him suggests, this is the Lost Traveller mentioned in 
the last line of text on this plate, exhausted by his journey, who now lies fast 
asleep. Filling the space between his body and the text high above him is his 
“Dream under the Hill? with the Dream represented as a bat-winged demon, 
who has turned his back to the viewer; stretched his arms and wings out wide; 
and swung his outstretched left leg back from the hip, and lower right leg back 
from the knee, until the heels of both feet are at roughly the same height as 
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his buttocks. This awkward pose makes it appear that the demon is floating in 
the air; and yet, contradicting this impression, the shin of his left leg presses 
down hard on the upturned left side of the Traveller’s chest, while the toes of 
his right foot touch the man near his genitals, suggesting that the one pro- 
vides the foundation and the other the upward pressure that keep the demon/ 
nightmare aloft. 

Steven Blankaart writes in The Physical Dictionary (1702), echoing Robert 
Burton's popular Anatomy of Melancholy (1621), that “Incubus, [or] the Night- 
Mare, is a depraved Imagination, whereby People asleep fancie that their 
Wind-pipe is oppressed by some superincumbent Body, that their Breath is 
stopd” (qtd. in Riviére 152). In this case, however, the “superincumbent Body” 
pressing down on the Traveller’s chest is “The God of this world, as well as the 
world for which He is the ground, which is conjured by the sun, ten stars, and 
crescent moon emblazoned on (or seen through) his wings. Further, it is not 
just the imagination that is holding this heavy weight aloft. “The white sole of 
the demons right foot doubles as the Traveller’s almost-erect penis, suggesting 
the sublimated sexual energy that drives “This World’ and animates its God” 
(Otto, Multiplying Worlds 126)."° And the heel of the demon’s left foot points 
towards the dreamer’s head, the seat of reason, suggesting that “This World” 
is a product not just of co-opted imagination and sublimated energy but of 
reason as well. The point is underlined, on the one hand, by the heavy line 
that joins the demons left ankle and the dreamer’s head (Norvig 110) and, on 
the other hand, by the line that runs from the demon’s right foot, along the 
middle of his back, up to the top of his head. 

While the Traveller is asleep, this god and his world seem real; but if he 
were to awake we would in effect be returned to the moment of emergence 
depicted on the concluding plate of There Is No Natural Religion—but with at 
least three differences. First, the poetic/prophetic character, laboring inside 
the Traveller’s body, can here be identified as Los, Blake’s personation of the 
poetic-prophetic faculty, who has here, with the aid of sublimated desire and 
religious/secular reason,” helped build this nightmare world. Second, waking 
is pictured here not as the creation of a world (that would be insufficient to 
break from the dynamic depicted) but as a resurrection from a solitary to a 


10. See also Hilton, Literal Imagination (166) and “Some Sexual Connotations” (169). 

1. Religious and secular reason are normally opposed to each other; but in Blake’s oeuvre 
they appear as different expressions of the same impulse, viz. the urge (driven by fear and anxi- 
ety) to confine life within the given. They are therefore represented by the same figure—Urizen 
(“your reason” or the “horizon” drawn around life by the powerful)—who appears variously 
as god, king, priest, empiricist, natural philosopher (scientist), and so on. This identification 
brings religious reason into the heart of the secular. 
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shared world. And third, the locale and meaning of the Incarnation shifts— 
rather than the creator of worlds, Jesus—who, again, for Blake is identified 
with the imagination—is the creative power able to open our worlds to the 
complexity that lies outside them. This is why Jesus the imagination is charac- 
terized in Blake’s oeuvre as an iconoclast and breaker of limits, who “breaking 
through the Central Zones of Death & Hell / Opens Eternity in Time & Space; 
triumphant in Mercy” (Jerusalem plate 76: 21-22; E 231). 

In Blake’s later works, these twin aspects of imagination can't be divided 
from each other. Instead, imagination is understood as a bivalent process: it 
is an iconoclastic power that strives to open apparent reality to the complex- 
ity that eludes it and, at the same time, a creative power that draws and then 
draws again the line between order and complexity, the visible and the invis- 
ible, the given and the possible, and the religious and the secular as well. 

If we accept Niklas Luhmann’s claim that religion is an attempt to mediate 
between what we do and what we dont understand, and to find a semantics 
adequate to this disjunction, then prophecy is one of its most powerful tools: 
it reduces the tension between the known and the unknown by placing histor- 
ical events in relation to a transcendental authority. But if the temporal world 
is an open-ended field composed of multiple interacting forces and there is no 
transcendental reality to which it can be referred—as Blake's rereading of Swe- 
denborg and Zinzendorf proposes—then what becomes important “is not the 
potential for security” provided by prophecy, but rather “a potential for inse- 
curity.’ And “not dependence” on a transcendental reality or God “but rather 
freedom: the place of capriciousness that cannot find a home” (Luhmann 43). 
This “freedom” is closely aligned with the ability of the poetic/prophetic to 
veer from the given, through the bivalent process I have sketched above. 

In Blake's oeuvre, the prophet is accordingly displaced by the poet-prophet; 
the eternal world by the temporary forms of art; and the soul by the imagi- 
nation (now defined as an open-ended potential rather than fixed essence). 
Rather than revealing the ideal (the eternal reality) to which the actual must 
conform, art becomes “the space of the emergence of the new, the unthought, 
the unrealized” (Grosz 77), and its imagined worlds the locus of attempts to 
supplement, compete with, or transform the actual world. At the conclusion of 
these metamorphoses it is possible to say, anticipating Nietzsche and Deleuze 
(although with very different emphases), that “ 
ers after knowledge or truth’ = ‘we the inventors of new possibilities of life” 


we the artists = ‘we the seek- 


(Deleuze 103). 

Where revolution attempts to recover the primitive essence of things, and 
critique rails against the veil that hides this essence, the poetic/prophetic, 
understood as the ability both to open apparent reality to a complexity that 
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exceeds it and to veer from the given, might be described as the original her- 
esy—a heresy that brings religious sensibilities into the heart of the modern 
secular world. Heresy in this sense is perhaps best evocated by the twin claims 
that Swedenborg “has written all the old falshoods” because “He conversed 
with Angels who are all religious, & conversed not with Devils who all hate 
religion, for he was incapable thro’ his conceited notions” (Marriage of Heaven 
and Hell plates 22-23; E 43) and, still more forcefully, that “he who is out of 
the Church & opposes it is no less an Agent of Religion than he who is in it. 
to be an Error & to be Cast out is a part of Gods design” (Vision of the Last 
Judgment plate 84; E 562). 

Statements such as these imply that the boundary between the religious 
and the secular, the orthodox and the heretical, can be revised, in part because, 
in both of these pairs, each term is implicated in the fate of the other. But in so 
doing they raise a more fundamental question, which is the chief preoccupa- 
tion of Blake’s late thought, namely: 


How to transform the hierarchical unity of orthodoxy and heresy such that 
they regain equal right within a new thought, putting an end to the violent 
acts of orthodoxy, without any longer claiming to make of heresy a new prin- 
ciple of absolute rebellion which risks simply reversing the historical state 
of things and maintaining the religious exploitation of man under another 


form? (Laruelle 28) 


In Blake's time this “new thought” was, and in our own time arguably is, the 
most unsettling heresy and the most important to affirm. 
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